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Abstract

MULTIMODAL PEDAGOGIES, PROCESSES AND PROJECTS: WRITING TEACHERS
KNOW MORE THAN WE MAY THINK ABOUT TEACHING MULTIMODAL
COMPOSITION
Jessica B. Gordon, Doctor of Philosophy
A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2017
Director: Dr. Eric Garberson, Associate Professor, Department of Art History
Multimodal writing refers to texts that use more than one communicative mode to convey
information. While there is much scholarship that examines the history of alphabetic writing
instruction and the alphabetic composing processes of students, little research explores the
historical origins of multimodal composition and the processes in which students engage as they
compose multimodal texts. This two-part project takes a fresh approach to studying multimodal
writing by exploring the multimodal pedagogies of ancient Greek and Roman rhetoric and
writing teachers, analyzing the role of mental and physical images in modern writers’ composing
practices, and investigating contemporary students’ processes for composing multimodal texts.

In Part I, I re-imagine the history of multimodal writing by exploring the multimodal pedagogies
that instructors of rhetoric and writing developed during Greek and Roman Antiquity, and I show
how contemporary students use an array of multimodal composing processes that rely on both

mental and physical images to write alphabetic text. In Part II, I share the results of a case study
in which I investigate the processes students use to compose audio- and video-essays while
enrolled in a multimodal writing course. This study explores what students know about
multimodal writing before beginning the course, how they learn the software needed to compose
these projects, the challenges students experience as they compose, and the similarities and
differences students perceive between their own processes for composing alphabetic and
multimodal texts.

Ultimately, I argue that composition teachers must acknowledge our long history of teaching
with multimodal pedagogies and our experience composing alphabetic text through multimodal
processes. Recognizing this lengthy history will decrease the anxiety that many composition
teachers experience when tasked with teaching multimodal writing because, while typically only
time and experience can grow confidence, in this case, a recognition of how much we already
know will allow us to teach with the self-assurance we have earned.

Introduction
Write [he reminded himself, for to him writing and drawing are all one], write the tongue of the woodpecker and the
jaw of the crocodile. Write the flight of the fourth kind of chewing butterflies, and of the flying ants, and the three
chief positions of the wings of birds in descent…Write of the regions of the air and the formation of clouds, and the
cause of snow and hail, and of the new shapes that show forms in the air, and of the trees in cold countries with the
new shape of the leaves. (Leonardo da Vinci; as cited in de Santillana, 1956, p. 70).

Part I: Disciplinary Language Matters
As a teacher of writing, I read about multimodal writing for a number of years before our
curriculum committee, of which I was one member, recommended that the general education
courses in our department begin teaching it in all three of our required classes. They didn’t call
this new learning outcome multimodal composition, though. Conversations about the term
indicated that it made some colleagues rather nervous, and a few were passionately opposed to
teaching these types of projects. “Many of our students can barely write,” they said, “so we can’t
take time away from teaching writing.” Other good questions were raised, as well: “If we don’t
know how to use the software ourselves, how can we possibly teach students to use it?” or “What
will happen to students who don’t have the necessary programs and can’t afford to purchase
them?” These were valid points, and a part of me, a large part of me, agreed with them,
especially about the first one. Teaching students to write in alphabetic text is important, and
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students need more (not less) instruction in this area. In addition, I shared their concerns about
learning software and access.

Yet while some colleagues were opposed to teaching multimodal writing, for others, it seemed to
be the term, as opposed to the concepts or lessons associated with it, that was objectionable.
They associated multimodal with multimedia, and in a time when the university was beginning to
aggressively advocate online learning, they pushed back against pedagogy that was aligned with
the digital. So instead of multimodal composition, it was suggested that this new learning
outcome and the associated unit be called remediation. After all, the unit was asking students to
turn an existing alphabetic essay into a new form of media. Several colleagues on the committee
didn’t like remediation, however. “It sounds negative,” they said, “like we are holding students
back, telling them they aren’t smart enough to learn something.” Confronted with the
disciplinary definition of the term, they argued that regardless of the dual meanings, students
(and faculty in other departments) might be turned off by its use. We settled on translation. This
would be the outcome: students would learn to translate a print text into a new form of media.

While I understood the very reasonable concerns that my colleagues raised, I wondered why the
name mattered so much. Like me, Claire Lauer (2012) once wondered about the origins and
connotations of disciplinarily terms. “What’s in a name?” she asked, as she considered “the
anatomy of a definition.” She probed, “What are people thinking when they use the particular
terms that they do?” and “Why do they prefer certain terms over others?” These were just the
kinds of questions I wondered about when I sat on this committee, and this was when I first
began considering the ideas that would ultimately evolve into this dissertation.
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Other compositionists and scholars of writing systems have wondered about how words related
to the study of rhetoric and composition impact perception, as well. Indeed, the very term that
describes and characterizes our field, writing, is fraught with disciplinary incongruity and is
notoriously difficult to define. In The History of Writing, Steven Roger Fischer (2001/2005)
explains the difficulty in defining this term,1 and ultimately, he offers a definition of what he
calls complete writing. Complete writing, he explains, is different from the simple scratches on a
surface that a broader conception of writing might include.2 Instead, Fischer provides the
following three specifications, stating that complete writing must do the following:
•

Have as its purpose communication

•

Consist of artificial graphic marks on a durable or electronic surface

•

Use marks that relate conventionally to articulate speech (the systematic arrangement of
significant vocal sounds) or electronic programming in such a way that communication is
achieved (p. 12)

While the first two considerations remain broad enough to characterize nearly any mark as
writing, the final requirement restricts the scope of writing by suggesting that it must relate to
speech. In this way, Fischer, who acknowledges that “writing embraces so much more” than just
alphabetic text, limits complete writing to alphabetic text and removes the potential for modes
such as image, music or sound to constitute complete (or as I read it, real) writing.

1

Fischer (2001/2005) asserts that it is best to “avoid the ‘pitfall’ of a formal definition of writing altogether, as
writing has been, is and will be so many different things to so many different peoples in so many different ages (p.
12).
2
Fischer explains that historically, many types of writing existed that were not alphabetic. However, he does not
explain why he chooses the term “complete writing” over “full writing” or another similar expression.
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As a whole, linguists and scholars of writing systems appear to agree that writing is (and always
has been) a translation of speech. David Diringer (1962), a British linguist and writer, claims that
writing is “the graphic counterpart of speech, the fixing of spoken language in a permanent or
semi-permanents form” (p. 13). Likewise, Peter T. Daniels (1996), in The World’s Writing
Systems, explains that writing is “bound up with language” because it is a “system of more or
less permanent marks used to represent an utterance in such a way that it can be recovered more
or less exactly without the intervention of the utterer” (p. 3). He goes on to explain that writing
cannot include drawings because the “significance of such drawings would soon be lost,” and if
writing is meant to preserve utterances, it must necessarily “represent the sounds of a language”
(p. 3). In keeping with this thinking, Walter Ong (1982/2002)—a Jesuit priest, professor and
author of over 450 publications including Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the
Word—explains that “true writing…does not consist of mere pictures, of representations of
things, but is a representation of an utterance, of words that someone says or is imagined to say”
(p. 83).

While the majority of definitions in the Oxford English Dictionary (2017) affirm what Fischer,
Diringer, Daniels and Ong believe, suggesting that writing must be related to speech and
utterance, not all of the definitions support this characterization. The first definition states that
writing is “The action of one who writes, in various senses; the penning or forming of letters or
words; the using of written characters for purposes of record, transmission of ideas.” Most of the
other twenty-three definitions affirm this characterization that limits writing to alphabetic text by
using language such as “written words,” “spelling,” “written composition,” or “lettering,” among
other similar expressions. However, two of the subsequent examples of usage indicate a broader
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conception of the term. Definition 2b, which states that writing is a “style, form, or method of
fashioning letters or other conventional signs (esp. in handwriting or penmanship),” seems to
indicate that writing might include symbols other than alphabetic text, so long as they are
“conventional”—and what is meant by “conventional” is left, perhaps purposely, ambiguous.
Moreover, definition 7c, which is more specific, allows that “a musical composition” can be a
form of writing. These definitions suggest that while popular usage radically limits the term,
lesser-known etymological variations exist.

Not surprisingly, etymological study indicates that the definition of writing in many languages
has changed dramatically over time and reveals a close relationship between writing and images
that has dwindled in the modern era. According to Ingnace Gelb (1952/1963), who is known as
the first scientific researcher of scripts and coined the term grammatology:
The English word 'to write' corresponds to the Old Norse rīta, 'to incise (runes),' and
modern German reissen, einritzen 'to tear, to incise'. The Greek word γράφειν, 'to write,'
as in English 'graphic, phonography,' etc., is the same as 'to carve', German kerben. Latin
scribere, German schreiben, English 'scribe, inscribe,' etc., originally meant 'to incise' as
we can see from its connection with Greek σκαριφᾶσθαι, 'to incise, to scratch.' Gothic
mēljan, 'to write,' at first meant 'to paint' as we see from the fact that the modern German
word malen means ‘to paint'. And, finally, Slavonic pisati, 'to write,' originally referred to
painting, as shown by the connection with Latin pingere, 'to paint,' found also in our
'paint, picture, pictography', etc. (p. 7)
Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), early multimodal writing theorists whose work defined and
developed the subfield, make a similar point in Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design.
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Rather than tracing the history of the verb to write, however, they consider the etymology of
grammar and syntax—two words commonly, although not originally, associated with alphabetic
text:
Grammar derives from the Greek grammatike (‘the art of reading and writing’,
‘grammar’, ‘alphabet’); related words were gramma (‘sign’, ‘letter’, ‘alphabet’),
grammatikos (‘literate’, ‘(primary) teacher’, ‘grammarian’). This etymology records the
state of things in the Hellensitic period (from approximately 300BC); in earlier times, the
meaning ‘sign’, as in ‘painted or drawn [etc.] mark’ was the primary meaning. In Homer,
for example, the verb graphein still means ‘scratch’, ‘scratch in’, as in engraving, and
from there it comes to mean both ‘writing’ and ‘drawing’, ‘painting’. Syntaxis, in preHellensitic times, meant ‘contract’, ‘wage’, ‘organization’, ‘system’, ‘battle formation’,
with syntagma, for instance, contingent of troops’, ‘constitution (of a state)’, ‘book or
treatise’. Only in the Hellenistic period does syntaxis come to mean (among its other
meanings) ‘grammatical construction’. The very syntasso, again, means both ‘arrange
battle formations’ and ‘concentrate’ (one’s thoughts)’, ‘organize’, ‘write’’, ‘compose’. (p.
22)
Clearly, the meaning of writing has shifted over time to become far narrower. The term’s
inclusivity has diminished because what ancient cultures perceived as writing differs from the
common perception of writing today.

So what constitutes writing today? Contemporary compositionists offer a modern view of writing
that radically differs from those provided by the linguists and historians of language explored
above. Indeed, their characterizations and calls for change provide an apt view of what they
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believe writing means today and what writing instruction should include. Marvin Diogenes and
Andrea Lunsford (2006)-- composition scholars, as well as teachers and administrators at
Stanford, among other institutions--define writing in deliberately broad terms:
Writing: A technology for creating conceptual frameworks and creating, sustaining, and
per- forming lines of thought within those frameworks, drawing from and expanding on
existing conventions and genres, utilizing signs and symbols, incorporating materials
drawn from multiple sources, and taking advantage of the resources of a full range of
media. (p.144)
Likewise, Pamela Takayoshi (2015), whose research focuses on the multilayered and multimodal
environments in which writers compose, acknowledges that “We live in a world where writing
increasingly signifies an ever expanding variety of meaning-making practices,” and she points
out that as we “modify ‘writing’ with various adjectives, the implied homogeneity explodes with
possibilities” (p. 1). The policy statement focused on “Professional Knowledge for the Teaching
of Writing” that was written by the National Council for Teachers of English (NCTE) (2016)
affirms this idea:
Writing instruction should support students as they compose with a variety of modalities
and technologies. Because students will, in the wider world, be using word processing for
drafting, revision, and editing, incorporating visual components in some compositions,
and including links where appropriate, definitions of composing should include these
practices; definitions that exclude them are out-of-date and inappropriate.
While the NCTE does not define writing, their inclusive characterization of composing suggests
an understanding similar to that of Diogenes and Lunsford and Takayoshi.
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Not only do compositionists define writing in broad terms, but they also voice urgent calls for
broadening our conception of the term. Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) contend that those who
teach students how to write must move towards a “new ‘visual literacy’,” one that is “based on
images and visual design” (p. 17). Similarly, Cynthia Selfe (2009), in her seminal article “The
Movement of Air, the Breath of Meaning: Aurality and Multimodal Composing,” asserts that
those who teach writing “need to pay attention to, and come to value, the multiple ways in which
students compose and communicate meaning, the exciting hybrid, multimodal texts they
create—in both nondigital and digital environments” (p. 642). Likewise, in Non-Discursive
Rhetoric: Image and Affect in Multimodal Composition, Joddy Murray (2009) calls for
compositionists to broaden the landscape of rhetoric by reconsidering the meaning of not just
writing, but language as a whole. Explaining that “there seems to be significant resistance among
many language theorists to expanding the common use of the term so that it can include all
modes of symbolization,” Murray contends that while the term should “include the specific
syntaxes and lexicons of German or Chinese or American Sign Language (i.e., any word-based
system, etc.),” it should also “include the symbol systems of music, film, sculpture, dance, et
cetera” (p. 1). Pointing out that other disciplines such as computer science, poetry and dance
have already broadened their understandings of language, Murray ultimately explains why
compositionists must expand our conception of the term:
Rhetoric must be able to escape the confines of any single medium, and as long as the
term ‘language’ is only associated with discursive text, it cannot take advantage of all
that image and emotions bring to rhetorical texts and their production, much less handle
the challenges of hybrid texts that incorporate many modes at once. (p.2)
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In this way, Kress and van Leeuwen, Selfe and Murray all advocate for reimagining writing and
the modes of expression that should be taught in composition courses.

Although there seems to be a divide between how language scholars and compositionists define
and understand writing, Gelb (1952/1963) provides a unique definition of writing that
disentangles the term in a way that I think both historians of writing and compositionists may
find agreeable. I want to advocate this conception of writing because it would allow us to
reimagine the term in a broader way and facilitate a more fluent conversation between the
disciplines that study writing. As Gelb explains, visual communication is inclusive of multiple
modalities—writing, gesture, whistling, optic signals created through smoke or light, knot
records, sense of touch, etc.—but what differentiates writing from all other forms of visual
communication is that writing alone generates permanent, stable communication. While forms of
visual communication are “all of momentary value and are therefore restricted as to time” and
“they can be used only in communication between persons more or less in proximity to each
other,” writing remains beyond the moment it is generated and is not restricted by special
considerations (p.3). Thus, according to Gelb, for semiotic symbols to constitute writing, they
must be static and long lasting. This conception of writing is clearly unique in that it does not
necessitate a connection to speech.

I contend that Gelb’s (1952/1963) notion of writing as a form of both stable and permanent
communication provides a way to heed the calls of compositionists who wish to broaden our
understanding of writing to be more inclusive of modes other than alphabetic text. If writing is,
as he says, a way to generate “permanent, stable communication,” then in Gelb’s time, writing
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was indeed limited, for the most part, to remediation of speech through alphabetic text.
Contemporary technology, however, necessitates that we reconsider what constitutes “permanent,
stable communication.” Indeed, videos, audio-essays, and webtexts, for example, are arguably
just as stable and permanent as analogue texts.3

Although Gelb’s inclusive notion of writing can help facilitate another shift in our understanding
of the term, writing instructors, as the teachers who are most commonly tasked with helping
students understand contemporary communication practices and standards, can and must be the
facilitators of this change. Since new words and meanings enter the English lexicon through use,
it stands to reason that the best way to broaden our society’s understanding of writing is for
teachers to begin referring to both alphabetic and multimodal texts as what they are: writing.
Although there are a multitude of terms that composition teachers use to describe multimodal
writing—projects, compositions, or texts, for example--we must begin to change our usage and
conception by intentionally referring to multimodal projects as writing. In short, I advocate for
calling a spade a spade and practicing what I preach. With this in mind, throughout this study,
whenever possible, I try to refer to multimodal composition as writing; likewise, I try to refer to
the products of both alphabetic and multimodal writing as texts—meaning simply a general
conveyor of information. This is not to say that I don’t sometimes use other words and phrases.
After all, a sentence that repeats the word writing too many times becomes quickly in danger of
becoming bad writing. However, I try to consciously use the term because the continual use of
writing to refer to all kinds of alphabetic and multimodal communication is the most direct way
to heed the many calls to broaden our conception and usage.
3

Both analogue and digital texts are both only semi-permanent. Alphabetic text communicated in a print book
ultimately disintegrates over time, and digital files become inaccessible once the technology for reading them
becomes dates and inaccesable.
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In sum, through my argument and my usage, I join those scholars who have long-called for an
expansion of our conception of writing; however, I also use this example of the complexity of a
seemingly clear term like writing to introduce another problem that I explore in the coming
pages: the way that the misunderstanding of terms related to multimodal writing and subsequent
misleading use of this language affects our conception of the subfield and its historical origins.

Part II: Ambitions and Goals
In this project, I have three overarching ambitions and three more concrete goals. The
overarching ambitions are the ideas I hope readers will consider as they read and what I hope
they will remember and continue to ponder. That said, the three larger themes are abstract, and
they are not my primary focus in the following chapters. They are the layered meaning that
resides somewhere between the thesis and the evidence, the felt-sense4 and gut-level insights I
hope readers are left with after they finish reading. Of course, each chapter also has a more
concrete goal, one that is thesis-driven and supported with a wealth of evidence from primary
and secondary sources.

Before I begin to unpack these goals and the forthcoming chapters, I’d like to explain a bit more
about how I arrived at the idea for this project. When I first read Jason Palmeri’s (2012)
Remixing Composition: A History of Multimodal Writing Pedagogy, I was left both fascinated
and inquisitive. As I considered his argument about how composition texts from the latter half of
the 20th century revealed a history of multimodal writing that has been forgotten, I couldn’t help
4

See Chapter 2 for Sandra Perl’s (1980) adaptation of Eugene Gendlin’s notion of the felt-sense.
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but wonder if a look at other even older textbooks might reveal similar results. Antiquity seemed
an obvious place to begin such a study, but I felt sure that someone had already analyzed those
extant rhetoric and writing textbooks through a lens of multimodality. However, my early
searches turned up very little other than Catherine Hobbs’ (2004) article, “Learning From the
Past: Verbal and Visual Literacy in Early Modern Rhetoric and Writing Pedagogy,” in which she
briefly argues that the language arts have always used the visual to teach.

Although I didn’t know much about the ancient Greek and Roman teaching pedagogies before I
began this project, the little I knew suggested some rather overt multimodal practices. I knew
that music was highly valued in the ancient society and that rhetoric and writing teachers used
music to teach oration. I knew that the ancient teachers developed mnemonics to help students
memorize speeches, and I suspected that this use of mental imagery could somehow be
understood as a multimodal practice. That was the extent of my original knowledge.

Diving into the secondary research, I examined multiple book-length studies of education in
antiquity. I began by reading Marrou’s (1956) Education in Antiquity and Kennedy’s (1994) A
New History of Classical Rhetoric. Yet, as I continued to explore the available histories of
composition, I uncovered no in-depth studies that used a multimodal lens to analyze the teaching
of writing and rhetoric in antiquity. As a result, I read the extant texts within the scope of this
study5 on my own. Beginning with Rhetorica Ad Herenium, I then studied the Progymnasmata
and Institutio Oratoria. From this reading, a picture of the way that the ancient teachers used
multimodal methods to teach rhetoric and writing emerged, and I began to see how the
subsequent texts composed by their students were indeed multimodal because they were
5

The scope of the study is explained in chapter one.

12

composed through multimodal methods and the writers perceived the alphabetic text as a
translation or remediation of their orality, their speech.

As I compared my own reading of the extant texts to the scholarship about them, I found that
although scholars who study rhetoric and writing instruction in antiquity have sometimes
interpreted extant texts in slightly different ways, they all seem to tell roughly the same
straightforward story of how white men developed formal schools where they lectured on the
many powers of rhetoric for the first time. However, my own reading of the texts revealed the
multimodal nature of the ancient Greek and Roman’s pedagogies, and my idea for this project
further developed.

Like Palmeri’s (2012) book, Part I of this dissertation (the first two chapters), uncovers little, if
any, new evidence about how rhetoric and writing were taught; however, that was not his goal,
nor is it mine. Rather, like Palmeri, my intent is to view the texts composed during a particular
time period through a contemporary multimodal lens and ultimately offer a different narrative
than the one that has been studied and repeated so many times. As Palmeri did with texts
composed during the last half of the twentieth century, I tell a different story about rhetoric and
writing textbooks written during antiquity.

As Palmeri (2012) explains, other composition scholars have also tried to reimagine historical
phenomena through a multimodal lens, and they “have begun the work of uncovering
composition’s multimodal heritage”:
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In Talking, Sketching, Moving, Patricia Dunn seeks to excavate the ‘lost threads in
composition theory’ (30) that privileged multimodal ways of knowing the world. In
particular, Dunn briefly articulates ways that such foundational theorists as Emig, Britton,
and Elbow explored multimodal strategies for teaching alphabetic writing (30-32), and
she also suggests that compositionists pay attention to the multimodal teaching strategies
embedded in Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy (37-57)…Similarly, in Composition as a
Happening, Geoffrey Sirc analyzes the ways that a few 1960s and 1970s compositionists
(Deemer; Lutz) developed multimodal composing pedagogies inspired by avant-garde art
traditions…in his recent Rhetoric of the Cool, Jeff Rice offers a useful critique of how
compositionists failed to attend to ‘new media’ in 1963…In a 2002 CCC article, Diana
George provides a fascinating history of the contested role of visual production in
composition pedagogy over the past forty years…In a recent article in CCC, Cynthia
Selfe offers a powerful history of the interrelation of aurality and writing instruction. (pp.
6-7)

I follow the lead of Palmeri, Dunn, Sirc, Rice and Selfe, but I look back all the way to antiquity
and join this conversation by further uncovering composition’s multimodal heritage. As I applied
this contemporary multimodal lens to the rhetoric and writing handbooks of antiquity, the muchexplored pedagogies of ancient Greek and Roman teachers came alive once again, and the
traditional story I had previously encountered in the scholarship began to shift before my eyes. It
is that shifting conception that I hope to convey in Part I.
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The Concrete Goals
In Part I of this project, which contains chapters one and two, I explore the first and second
questions below, while in Part II, which contains chapters three and four, I investigate the final
question.
1. How might the writing processes taught in ancient Greek and Roman writing and
rhetoric pedagogy constitute evidence of early multimodal pedagogies and
multimodal compositions?
2. What multimodal processes do students currently use to compose alphabetic texts?
3. What are students’ processes for composing multimodal texts?
These three questions are connected by a focus on students’ multimodal processes for composing
both alphabetic and multimodal texts.

In chapter one, I argue that the language composition teachers often use to describe multimodal
composition suggests that, like the curriculum committee that I described above, they mistakenly
(although understandably) equate multimodal writing with the digital; as a result, many come to
believe this type of writing is relatively new and that they know little about how to teach it. In
this first chapter, I suggest that multimodal writing did not arise alongside the digital and that the
subfield began long before the interesting history that Palmeri unearthed; rather, I argue that
earlier origins can be found in the pedagogies, writing processes and compositions of Greek and
Roman antiquity.

The goal of chapter one is to re-imagine the established research about ancient Greek and Roman
writing and rhetoric pedagogy and re-see it through the lens of contemporary scholarship in the

15

field of multimodal composition. In order to do this, I first explain how multimodal writing
scholars, Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, understand multimodality; subsequently, I
unpack Claire Lauer’s study of the origins of two important terms, multimodal and multimedia,6
and share her explanation of how the historical origins of this terminology shed light on their
meaning. Ultimately, I argue that a closer look at the history of rhetoric and writing instruction,
specifically Greek and Roman education from the fifth century B.C.E. through the first century
C.E., and an analysis of three ancient rhetoric and writing textbooks—The Progymnasmata,
Institutio Oratoria, and Rhetorica ad Herrenium—reveals that the earliest teachers utilized
multimodal pedagogies that relied on image, sound and music as a fundamental part of the
rhetorical processes they taught their students; in addition, I will suggest that since their students
went on to utilize these processes to compose alphabetic compositions and speeches, these texts
constitute an early form of multimodal writing.

Moving into contemporary times, in chapter two, I seek to expand our understanding of the role
of mental and physical imagery in students’ composing processes and show how students
continue to use these multimodal processes for composing alphabetic text. I demonstrate how
research from multiple disciplines—English composition, literature, linguistics, and
psychology—reveals that both mental images and physical images play important roles in the
thinking and drafting/revision that is integral to the writing process. Specifically, I argue that
mental imagery plays an important role in two parts of the writing process: 1) the recursive
thinking and drafting/revising that occur throughout the process of composing, and 2) writers’
intellectual development of the rhetorical situation.
6

See Lauer, C. (2009). “Contending with Terms: “Multimodal” and “Multimedia” in the Academic and Public
Spheres.”
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Most scholars who conducted research during the process movement as well as those who
published more recently agree that the recursive thinking and drafting/revising that occur
throughout the process of writing relies on words, images and various combinations of the two
modes (Berthoff, 1982; Flower & Hayes, 1984; Miller, 1994; Palmeri, 2012; Perl, 1980).
Research in composition further illuminates the role of physical images in peer review (Flower &
Hayes, 1984; Lakoff & Johnson, 2008; Sommers, 1980) and common documents used by writers
(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) for planning, such as traditional outlines. As in chapter one, I use
existing research to show how both mental images and physical images are (and have always
been) integral to every writer’s process, but I analyze this research through a contemporary
multimodal lens and reconsider writers’ processes as part of the history of multimodality. As in
chapter one, in chapter two, I show how these processes tell a new story about composing
practices, one that strays from the traditional stories outlined in the histories of rhetoric.

In chapters three and four, which comprise Part II, I set up and subsequently report the findings
of my study of students’ multimodal composing processes. Composition scholars have been
investigating how students compose in alphabetic text since the late 1960’s, but little research
exists that explores how students compose multimodal texts. In their study of how students
compose audio-texts, Selfe, Fleischer and Wright (2007) explain that it “involves a series of
broadly recursive production processes that—in some ways—resemble those involved in more
conventional alphabetic composing” (italics mine) (p.14). In this study, I seek to further uncover
what they mean by “in some ways,” and I examine the similarities and differences in how
students compose these two types of writing.
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Chapters three and four form a case study of students enrolled in a multimodal writing course I
taught during Spring 2016. The study provides useful data about students’ perceptions of their
own processes for composing an audio-essay and a video-essay. I conceptualize students’
processes to be inclusive of their activities from the moment they read the assignment until they
submitted the final texts for assessment. Thus, I share what I learned about how students use
tutorials (such as those produced by Lynda.com) to learn the software needed for composing,
where and when students struggle as they compose multimodal texts, and what students believe
are the similarities and differences between their alphabetic and multimodal composing
processes. Just as knowledge of students’ alphabetic composing processes has improved
composition teachers’ ability to teach alphabetic writing, learning more about how students
compose multimodal texts will inevitably benefit composition curriculums, pedagogies, and
lessons.

The Overarching Goals
As I explained above, in addition to the concrete goals for each chapter, I have three overarching
ambitions—the larger more abstract goals for this project. Each of these ambitions is related to
one larger purpose: to help composition teachers recognize our long history of teaching
multimodal writing, and in turn, to decrease anxiety about teaching these types of texts.

My first overarching goal is to join the emerging conversation that responds to associations made
between multimodal writing and the digital and to create a new narrative that recognizes the long
history of multimodal composition and that it is not new. It is true that attention paid to

18

multimodal composition has increased as access to personal computers has grown; in fact, much
scholarship has emphasized this correlation. For example, Jody Shipka (2011), who is also
concerned about how misuse of language leads to larger misunderstandings, explains how
“technological changes…have fueled discussions about what twenty-first-century students of
discourse should know and be able to do” (p. 5), and these conversations have led to the
associations between multimodal composition and the digital. Shipka notes these associations in
how Johndan Johnson-Eilola (1997) said, “The growth of technologies requires us to rethink
what we mean by composition” (p.6); how Elaine Millard (2006) asserted that courses must
develop “the habits of critical consciousness that are at the heart of a productive literacy
responsive to changing times” (p. 7); and how Silder, Morris and Smith (2008) describe a
selection of their articles as texts that have “become part of a growing trend toward multimodal
composition, or what is often called new media writing” (p.9). Further, James Gee (2003) points
out that “In the modern world, print literacy is not enough. People need to be literate in a great
variety of different semiotic domains…If our modern, global, high-tech, and science-driven
world does anything, it certainly gives rise to new semiotic domains and transforms old ones at
an even faster rate” (p.19). These frequent associations between multimodal writing and the
digital have contributed to the development of a faulty connection between the two, and this
misleading association is problematic because it has contributed to the anxiety many composition
teachers experience when they believe they are being told to teach something that is brand new.

But media is never new because it always evolves from other forms of media. According to Jay
David Bolter and Richard Grusin (1999), authors of Remediation: Understanding New Media:
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Digital media can best be understood through the ways in which they honor, rival, and
revise linear-perspective painting, photography, film, television, and print. No medium
today, and certainly no single media event, seems to do its cultural work in isolation from
other media….What is new about new media comes from the particular ways in which
they refashion older media and the ways in which older media refashion themselves to
answer the challenges of new media. (p.15)
In this way, the term new media is a paradox, and as Jessica Pressman (2014), a scholar of 20th
and 21st century experimental literature and media theory, notes, it “announces its relativity.” She
explains how new media “only has meaning in relation to ‘old media’ and, of course, what is old
is always also historically specific” (p. 365). For example, the hyperlink adopted the traditional
function of the footnote; television remediated the conventions of film; and digital photography
adopted the practices of both analogue photography and painting. Pressman offers further
examples: “Tom Standage claims that the telegraph is The Victorian Internet (1998), and David
Henkin (2006) offers a history of the antebellum American postal service that suggests it as a
precursor to our contemporary digital social network” (p.365). Similarly, in his interview with
Claire Lauer, Jonathan Alexander, a composition scholar whose work focuses on the intersection
between sexuality, literacy and technology, makes an analogous point. He explains that mediums
are often not new, “but maybe the technological apparatus to support, render, disseminate and
receive the medium—the technological surrounding—may be new, but the actual medium is
more complex, has a longer history” (as cited in Lauer, 2012). In sum, “new media” are never
really new but always gain cultural significance by paying homage to and further developing the
work of their predecessors.
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My second overarching goal stems directly from the first. As a result of the associations made
between the digital and multimodal writing, the vocabulary of multimodal composition--the
words we use to speak about it in both formal and informal conversation--has evolved in such a
way that it depicts the subfield as new and potentially threatening. I hope to dispel this
misunderstanding.

“What’s in a name,” Claire Lauer (2012) notes, is a Shakespearian reference to a passage in
Romeo and Juliet in which Juliet questions whether the choice of a word really matters:
What’s in a name? That which we call a rose
By any other name would smell as sweet.
As Lauer explains, Juliet seemed to believe that “what we call something does not dictate what
that thing actually is.” Like Lauer, I wonder how the terms we use to discuss multimodal writing
affect our perception of it. I believe that the language we use to speak and write about
multimodal writing, such as the use of the word new in new media, has contributed to the anxiety
that many composition instructors experience when tasked with teaching these types of texts.

In this project, I argue, as many others have before me, that language matters. The many names
that we use to describe the field of multimodal composition—new media writing, digital writing,
21st century literacies, digital literacies, blogging, multiliteracies, visual rhetoric, etc.—can be
confusing, and logical or not, the gut-level associations and responses we have to words like
these are hard to shake. They linger, causing all kinds of long-term effects that we often
recognize only after-the-fact.
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Consider Anne Frances Wysocki’s (2004), “Opening New Media To Writing: openings &
justifications.” At the beginning of this article, Wysocki’s use of the term new media and her
subsequent description of it generates exactly the type of anxiety that I suggest often results from
such language:
Do you miss that thick richly-printed rug that (apparently) used to be under your feet, the
one into which (for at least several of the past centuries, as various theorists describe it)
you could lose yourself in contemplation of its well-ordered and contained patterns? It's
the rug that was pulled out from under you (and from under all the rest of us who teach
writing in one form or another) within the last 15-20 years. (p.1)
Inspiring further apprehension, Wysocki goes on to explain that she cannot “offer a new
complete rug to replace the old one shaped by writing”; instead, she asserts that the book which
this chapter introduces can only provide “carpet scraps” and “tentative weaves” for readers to
consider. This metaphor of having the rug pulled out from under you only makes sense in the
context of “new media” writing. I am not denying that digital texts are new, but I suspect that it
is our focus on the word new that causes concerns and generates anxiety. Were this chapter titled,
“Translating Print Texts into Other Mediums” or were there an explanation of how new media is
only remediating old media, perhaps readers would experience less distress. After all, translation
and remediation are long-established traditions in the study of literature, and once we understand
that media never progresses in leaps and bounds but rather slowly evolves, the new in new media
becomes less suspicious and far less threatening.

My third overarching ambition is to help composition teachers recognize how much we, as
experienced composition instructors, already know about teaching multimodal writing so that we
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may appreciate our own ability and expertise. As a result of constantly thinking of multimodal
writing as new, many composition teachers understandably feel unprepared to teach this
important subject. Palmeri (2012) aptly expresses the reservations regarding one’s own
knowledge, expertise and ability that many composition teachers experience when beginning to
teach students to compose multimodal texts:
Back when I was just teaching students to compose words, I had the confidence that I
was drawing my pedagogy from a substantial tradition of composition scholarship—that
all of my pedagogical practices were grounded in my specialized disciplinary knowledge
about the teaching of alphabetic writing. But when I started teaching students to compose
multimodal texts, I felt like I was leaving the composition tradition behind—venturing
into unchartered pedagogical waters. What kind of specialized disciplinary knowledge
could I as a compositionist possibly claim about composing with images and sounds?
When colleagues (both in English and outside it) asked what qualified me to teach
multimodal composing, how could I respond? (p. 2).
Although Palmeri explains how he once questioned his own qualifications, one purpose of his
book, he says, is to “demonstrate the unique disciplinary expertise that compositionists bring to
multimodality” (p. 6). For Palmeri, that expertise is derived from our long history of teaching
students about the rhetorical situation and how we continue to help students consider
audience, purpose and context in their multimodal writing. I expand on Palmeri’s claim by
borrowing his methodology and approach to consider Greek and Roman antiquity, 2000 years
before the scope of his study. Moreover, although I agree that our focus on the rhetorical
situation is evidence of compositionists’ expertise, I further develop his claim by considering an
additional reason why compositionists can claim expertise: since antiquity, rhetoric and writing
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instructors have used a multimodal pedagogy to teach students to compose alphabetic and
multimodal texts. In this way, two thousand years of experience must be considered when
evaluating disciplinary knowledge and know-how.

In each of the following chapters, I aim to help composition teachers acknowledge and
appreciate how much we already know about teaching multimodal writing. Although normally
only time and experience can build confidence, in this case, anxiety is likely to diminish when
composition teachers recognize our expertise by peering at our disciplinary history through a
contemporary multimodal lens. Understanding the focus of chapter one, the way rhetoric and
writing teachers developed a multimodal pedagogy and how their students subsequently used
these composing processes to create multimodal texts, will decrease composition teachers’
apprehensions because it shows that we have 2000+ years of relevant teaching experience.
Likewise, recognizing that our processes for composing alphabetic text are and have always been
multimodal, the subject of chapter two, further reveals our disciplinary expertise. And finally,
learning more about how students compose multimodal texts, revealed through the study in
chapters three and four, is one step towards recognizing the similarities between alphabetic and
multimodal composing processes. Since the composing processes are quite similar, this suggests
that composition teachers already know more than we may realize about how to teach these texts.
To borrow Palmeri’s thoughtful phrase once more, our field’s “multimodal heritage” is far longer
and more complex than can be seen at first glance, and my overall aim in this project is to
expand our understanding of our multimodal heritage and help writing instructors who teach
multimodal composition to enter the subfield with both self-assurance and a conviction to learn
more.
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Part I
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Chapter 1
Multimodal Pedagogies and Composing Processes in Antiquity:
The Role of Images, Sounds and Music in the Teaching and Learning of Rhetoric and Writing

For over two thousand years, composition scholars and students have studied the history of
rhetoric and writing as it was passed down from the ancient Greeks and Romans. While scholars
and students during Plato and Aristotle’s time studied rhetoric as a means of persuasion in public
forums such as courtrooms, for example, contemporary scholars and students of rhetoric study
the discourses of a wide variety of fields and communication practices as a whole. According to
Lipson and Binkley (2004) in the introduction to Rhetoric Before and Beyond the Greeks,
however, “recent scholarship increasingly recognizes the need to extend the historical
understanding of rhetoric in a number of ways” (p.1). While some scholars have devoted study to
schools of Greek thought developed by Aristotle’s contemporaries, others have pursued
rhetorical traditions—such as those developed by women or from the non-western world—that
are lesser known (Lipson and Binkley). Indeed, there exists a need to study these historical
traditions through new lenses in order to uncover fresh ways of understanding the history of
written discourses. One such way is through the rhetorical lens of multimodality, and I apply that
lens in this chapter.

Jason Palmeri (2012), in Remixing Composition: A History of Multimodal Writing Pedagogy,
uses a multimodal lens to re-examine composition texts written during the second half of the 20th
century. Ultimately, he objects to the way that scholars are framing multimodal writing as a new
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phenomenon, one that originated with the rise of the digital. In contrast, he argues that the
origins of multimodal writing can be found in the 1960’s and 1970’s:
We’ve forgotten for example about the many multimedia textbooks of the early 1970s
that were designed to appeal to the multimodal interests of students who had grown up
watching television; we’ve forgotten about Ann Berthoff’s exploration of the similarities
between alphabetic and visual composing; we’ve forgotten about Geneva Smitherman’s
powerful critique of the conventional privileging of print forms of knowledge in the
academy; we’ve forgotten about Donald Murray’s fascination with the intersections
between photography and writing. (p.5)
While I agree with Palmeri’s basic argument, and multimodal writing is commonly (although
mistakenly7) associated exclusively with the rise of the digital, the scope of Palmeri’s study does
not invite readers to re-imagine the term beyond its modern limits. Catherine Hobbs (2004), on
the other hand, looks much further back in time in “Learning from the Past: Verbal and Visual
Literacy in Early Modern Rhetoric and Writing Pedagogy,” and she points out that “the
translation of visual images into verbal text—and vice versa—has always been a part of writing
and speaking instruction” since antiquity (p. 56). Hobbs argues that “language arts teachers have
always incorporated visual theory of one kind or another in their teaching” (p. 56), and she
situates the origin of her historical analysis around 450 B.C.E. in the world of the ancient Greeks
and Romans. Of course, the ancient writing teachers and their students were not composing
multimedia PowerPoint presentations or videos, nor were they creating websites that used both

7

For more information on this misunderstanding, see the introduction to this project; and Shipka, J (2011). Toward
a Composition Made Whole.
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alphabetic text and images rhetorically.8 However, the belief that these sorts of texts are what
solely constitute multimodal writing is problematic, and I believe that misunderstandings arise as
a result of misleading use of disciplinary terms such as mode/multimodal and
medium/multimedia.

According to Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (2001) in Multimodal Discourse: The
Modes and Media of Contemporary Communication, modes are “semiotic resources which allow
the simultaneous realisation of discourses and types of inter(action). Designs then use these
resources, combining semiotic modes, and selecting from the options which they make available
according to the interests of a particular communication situation” (pp.21-22). On the other hand,
media, they explain, “are the material resources used in the production of semiotic products and
events, including both the tools and the materials used (e.g. the musical instrument and air; the
chisel and the block of wood). They usually are specially produced for this purpose, not only in
culture (ink, paint, cameras, computers), but also in nature (our vocal apparatus)” (p.22).
Probably anticipating questions about the difference between terms, they explain: “Modes can be
realised in more than one production medium….It follows that media become modes once their
principles of semiosis begin to be conceived of in more abstract ways (as ‘grammars’ of some
kind). This, in turn, will make it possible to realise them in a range of media” (p.22).
I offer the following more practical explanation of mode and media, which is derived from the
work of The New London Group. The New London Group was comprised of Kress and a small

8

As I will discuss later in this chapter, sculptors frequently combined image with alphabetic text; however, such
multimodal projects were not taught in the rhetoric and writing classroom.
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group of other distinguished academics9 who first met in New London, New Hampshire in 1994
to consider the future of literacy teaching and who went on to make significant contributions to
the field of multiliteracies.10 According to their (1996) work in “A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies:
Designing Social Futures,” there are five modes of meaning or modes of communication:
linguistic, aural, visual, gestural and spatial (The New London Group, 1996, p.65). Any specific
type of communication that falls under any of these general modes is a semiotic resource, called
a design mode or simply, mode. For example, a salute or placing my hand on my hip would fall
under the gestural; under the visual exists everything from types of paper (cardstock, notebook,
etc.) to a circle drawn in sand to a picture of a giraffe; examples of the spatial mode include use
of white space in an essay or the layout of an advertisement; the aural can be anything from the
sound of speech to a recording of laughter; and while alphabetic text falls primarily under the
linguistic mode, it uses the visual mode to convey the linguistic message.11 On the other hand,
media or medium is more straightforward. A medium is the vehicle that distributes a
communication, so it could be the paper that carries a message in image-or alphabetic-form, the
tree on which two names are etched, the paint that is used to create a portrait, or even the sand
used to shape a castle. Where it gets a bit more complicated is where modes and media intersect
because a medium can also be a mode, depending on the circumstances. For example, I could
write on a piece of canvas, and the canvas would be the medium or vehicle for distributing my

9

The New London Group was comprised of (in alphabetical order): Courtney Cazden (USA), Bill
Cope (Australia), Norman Fairclough (UK), James Gee (United States), Mary Kalantzis (Australia), Gunther
Kress (UK), Allan Luke (Australia), Carmen Luke (Australia), Sarah Michaels (US), Martin Nakata (Australia).
10

Multiliteracies is a sister to multimodal composition in that they both aim to broaden the understanding and
practices of literacy teaching beyond the alphabetic. Multiliteracies is more commonly used in the field of education,
while multimodal is more frequently used in composition studies.
11

The use of more than one mode to convey communication is not limited to the linguistic. As we communicate, we
often utilize more than one mode simultaneously, as in the way a performer might sing, dance and design
choreography that uses space in particular ways to convey a message.
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writing, and that writing would be the mode in which I communicated. But a canvas could also
be a mode because just like the canvas in the example above, it is one semiotic resource among
many that can be used to communicate a message. In sum, determining if a semiotic resource is a
mode or medium is a lot like determining what kind of source (primary, secondary, tertiary) one
is using when one is researching: it depends entirely on the way one is using it.
Claire Lauer (2009) offers a final important distinction between these terms, and understanding
this distinction is central to this chapter. She notes, “the contexts in which multimedia and
multimodal are used become clearer when we recognize that each term is associated with certain
stages of the continuum along which a text evolves from design/process to
production/distribution.” She explains that while multimedia is “used to describe texts whose
worth is determined by their successful production and distribution, not by the process an author
took to compose them,” multimodal is “regularly used to characterize the cognitive and sociallysituated choices a student or scholar makes while in the process of composing a text, before it
enters into final production and distribution” (p. 236; italics mine). In this way, while multimedia
is more often used by businesses because it refers to an end product they can distribute (where
one’s process is irrelevant because only the final product matters), multimodal is more often used
in the academy because composition teachers often consider (and sometimes evaluate) a
composer’s decisions made throughout the process of composing a text (where process often
matters just as much, if not more, than product). In a first-or second-year composition classroom,
this focus on process is both traditional and essential, as these composition classes generally aim
to teach students a method they can continually use and adapt for future projects. Learning the
process (not necessarily perfecting a product) is the course objective, and the teacher evaluates
the process (which is often worth as much or even more than the product); in contrast, in a
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communication arts or graphic design course, for example, the product, as opposed to the process,
is generally what is evaluated.
It is easy to see why this terminology can be confusing, and confusion has led to composition
teachers often using terms in inadvertently misleading ways. Lauer (2009), in her investigation
of the origins of the use of multimedia and multimodal in the academic and public spheres,
argued that in the “field of Composition and Rhetoric, these terms are not only defined similarly,
they are often used interchangeably” (p. 229). Likewise, when considering the differences
between multimodal and new media, Cheryl Ball and Ryan Moeller (2007) suggest that “most
scholars in computers and composition don’t distinguish between those two terms” either.
However, Lauer, Ball and Moeller affirm these semantic differences that are important to
recognize.
Complicating this problem further, there are many other terms that are frequently used
interchangeably to describe this field and this type of writing that extends beyond alphabetic text.
The field is variously referred to as 21st century literacies, digital literacies, multiliteracies,
visual literacy, visual rhetoric, multimodal literacies, and new media writing, among others.
Similarly, writing that is not solely alphabetic is commonly called new media writing, digital
writing, hypertext, webtext, digital publications, web design, online writing, even sometimes
blogging, and still more. In fact, Lauer (2009) notes that in his call for papers for a special issue
of Computers and Composition, Jonathan Alexander used at least eight phrases to describe these
types of texts: digital and new media communications technologies, multimodal and multimedia
texts, multimodal experiences, array of multimedia, media experiences, multimodal composing,
multiple forms of new media, and multimodal new media texts (p. 229).
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Confusion about all these terms has led to misleading use; while usage may initially seem an
insignificant issue of semantics, the results are in fact problematic and pervasive. In this chapter,
I suggest that this misleading use of terms is at least partly to blame for misunderstandings about
what constitutes multimodality and the historical origins of multimodal composing practices.
Using Hobbs’ article as a catalyst and Lauer’s definition of multimodal as a foundation, I will
argue that while some may not question the assumption that multimodal writing emerged with
the rise of personal computing during the latter part of the 20th century, a closer look at the
history of rhetoric and writing instruction—as seen through three Greek and Roman rhetorical
textbooks: The Progymnasmata (Theon, trans. 1986)12, Institutio Oratoria (Quintilian, trans.
1920/1996)13, and Rhetorica ad Herenium (attributed to Cicero, trans. 1956)14—reveals that the
earliest teachers utilized a multimodal pedagogy. By multimodal pedagogy, I mean that the
teachers used multiple modalities—specifically images, sounds and music—as a fundamental
part of the oral and written communication processes they taught their students. Further, I claim
that as a result of this multimodal pedagogy, many of these same students engaged in multimodal
composing processes because their communication practices involved, perhaps even necessitated,
the use of multiple modalities. By multimodal composing processes, I refer to the set of
pedagogical practices the Greek and Roman teachers taught their students and which their
students subsequently used in order to compose. Ultimately, in the conclusion, I explain why this
multimodal pedagogy should constitute the origins of the subfield of multimodal composition. In
12

Butts, J. R. (1986). The progymnasmata of Theon: A new text with translation and commentary. (Doctoral
dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Database. (UMI No. 8705178).
13

Quintilian. (1996). The institutio oratoria of Quintilian. (H.E. Butler, Trans.). In E. Capps, T.E. Page, & W.H.D.
Rouse (Eds.). The Loeb Classical Library. (Vol. III, pp. 1-595). London: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. (Original work
published 1920).
14

Cicero. (1956). Rhetorica ad herenium. (H. Caplan, Trans.) In E. Capps, W.H.D. Rouse, L.A. Post, & E.H.
Warminton (Eds.) The Loeb Classical Library. (Vol. 1, pp. 1-433). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
(Original work published 1954).
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addition, I suggest that a richer understanding of the theory and language of multimodality and
its historical origins can reveal composition teachers’ unique disciplinary know-how and
expertise, while simultaneously alleviating some of the anxiety associated with the teaching of
these texts.
Scope of Chapter: The Hellenistic Period and the Surrounding Years
Before beginning this discussion of how the earliest instructors relied on a multimodal pedagogy
that used images, sounds and music to teach rhetoric and writing, a brief background regarding
the time period will be useful.15 My choice to examine Greek and Roman instruction between
the fifth century B.C.E. and the first century C.E. is not arbitrary. Contemporary scholarship
concerning the teaching of rhetoric and writing during the Hellenistic period—approximately
321 B.C.E. through 31 B.C.E.--and the surrounding years often groups Greek and Roman
education together, presumably because Rome ruled Greece for much of this time. George
Kennedy (1994), author of A New History of Classical Rhetoric, explains that during the first
two hundred years of Roman rule, there was “extensive communication between Greek and Latin
speaking areas and a common culture evolved, in which the traditional understanding and
teaching of rhetoric remained an important feature” (p. 201). In addition, Catherine Hobbs
(2004), in her investigation of verbal and visual literacy during antiquity, supports this view of
ancient Greek and Roman pedagogy, noting that Roman education was “based on the Greeks
they emulated” (p. 57). Henri Irénée Marrou (1956), author of A History of Education in
Antiquity, clearly sums up the relationship between Greek and Roman systems of education:

15

Kathleen Welch notes that while alternate forms of writing, such as Cuneiform and Egyptian hieroglyphics,
existed for thousands of years prior, “our records of systematic instruction in composition date more precisely to
Athens in the middle of the fifth century before Christ” (p. 1). For this reason, this paper focuses on Greek and
Roman writing instruction beginning in 450 B.C.E.
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It must be said at once that there was no strictly autonomous Roman education, any more
than there was any autonomous Roman civilization. Italy—and, through her, the whole of
the Latinized West—was absorbed into the sphere of Hellenistic civilization….Roman
education…was only an adaptation of Hellenistic education to Latin circumstances.
(p.97)
Thus, this chapter follows the pattern of the predominant scholarship in that I consider Greek and
Roman instruction in rhetoric and writing together from the fifth century B.C.E. through the first
century B.C.E. 16

A Brief History of Education and the Teaching of Writing in Ancient Greece and Rome
Since I will be explaining how writing teachers used multiple modalities to teach rhetoric and
writing at various levels of schooling, it is useful to briefly summarize the education available
during the time period in question. In ancient Greece prior to the Sophism and Hellenism,
education was primarily military in its objectives. Focused predominantly on improving and
perfecting the body, the aim of education was military service and valor. Marrou (1956) explains
that every male child in Greece was educated during this time period. He describes how
“aristocratic education spread…and became the standard type of education for every child in
Greece….The new education, intended for all free men, was necessarily of a collective character,
and this led to the creation and development of the school” (p. 39). Although the focus of the
elementary education in this time period was sport, students also learned music and poetry (p.
41-42).
16

It's important to note, however, that while the existing history of Greek rhetoric begins in the fourth-and fifthcenturies B.C.E., the existing history of specifically Roman instruction in rhetoric and writing focuses primarily on
the first century C.E.
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Scholars disagree about the date when writing was first taught, and Tony Lentz (1989), author of
Orality and Literacy in Hellenic Greece, explains that “the exact sequence of events in the
dramatic change from illiterate to literate society is a matter of contention” (p. 111). That said,
most agree that prior to the fifth century B.C.E., “the heritage of the Greeks includes a
conception of education that does not involve literacy” (p. 111). In fact, Vermeule (1974)
reported that writing during Homer’s time was a skill possessed by only a select few who lived
in the palace (as cited in Lentz, 1989, p.111). However, Marrou (1956) explains that by the time
of the Persian wars (around 499 B.C.E.), “writing had gradually been introduced, and it had
spread so widely and had come to be used so much in daily life” that “there can be no doubt”
that “there existed a system of instruction in reading and writing” (p. 43). While the wealthy had
access to elite schools and teachers, the poor likely attended their own schools where basic
reading and writing were taught (Freeman, 1907, p.82-83).

During the second half of the fifth century B.C.E., from approximately 450 to 400 B.C.E., the
Sophists became the “first teachers of advanced education” (Marrou, 1956, p. 49). Lentz (1989)
suggests that they “established the first type of secondary school in a fashion complimentary to
the elementary practice of the day” (p.65). Unlike the education during Homer’s time that was
intended for all children, however, Werner Jaeger, a 20th century classicist, explains how “the
aim of the educational movement led by the Sophists was not to educate the people, but to
educate the leaders of the people” (as cited in Lentz, 1989, p.66). According to Marrou (1956),
the aim of this education was to prepare pupils to participate in politics so each would be skilled
in “imposing his will on the city” (p. 50). Although Empedocles of Agrigentum is considered the
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founder of Sophism, Protagoras is believed to be “the first person to teach that it is possible to
argue for or against any proposition whatsoever” (p. 51). In addition to the art of persuasion,
however, Sophists also taught the art of speech. Pedagogically, the Sophists used a method still
often implemented in contemporary Western education: “The master prepared a model and gave
it to his pupils to copy” (p.53). Marrou (1956) explains that speeches were “put into writing so
that the pupils could study them at their leisure. Later, they would be told to use them as models
in compositions of their own, and in this way begin their apprenticeship in the art of rhetoric”
(p.54).

In ancient Greece during the fourth and fifth century B.C.E., male students17 could receive
instruction at three levels--primary, secondary and higher education—although most only
completed primary school (Welch, 1990). Marrou describes how “thanks to all the valuable
records—the papyri, the writing-tablets…we can form a very exact picture of the kind of work
that went on in Hellenistic primary schools” (p. 150). The following sections will briefly
describe the education provided in primary and secondary schools, as well as institutes of higher
learning.

Primary Schools
The aim of primary education was not that different from today: “It meant learning the three R’s,
plus a certain amount of ‘learning by heart’” (Marrou, 1956, p. 150). In addition, gymnastics and
music, as well as drawing and painting, were also taught (Freeman, 1907, p 79). Welch (1990)
explains how the primary schools “taught writing as a technique” (p. 9) and that the focus of this
17

While Welch states that girls generally received education only in the domestic arts, Marrou (1956) points out that
in Teos, it was ordered that girls be given the same education as boys (p.144). That said, it seems likely that female
children most likely engaged in learning in any number of informal, non-school-based settings.
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instruction was on orthographic skills (p. 13)—spelling, capitalization, punctuation, etc. Once the
student “had acquired a certain facility in writing, he entered the dictation class.” While early
dictation lessons focused on “very simple words,” during later lessons led by the master, “boys
would write as his [sic] dictation passages of the poets and other authors” (Freeman, 1907, p.87).
Lentz (1989) offers further support to establish “that reading and recitation” were “essential parts
of the daily routine,” but he notes that there is no evidence of “clear instances of reading silently
in school” (p. 52). Instead, children read written texts aloud, which Lentz asserts “reveals a
conception of writing as a means of preserving the spoken word” (p. 52). That said, Freeman
(1907) suggests that students in primary schools were taught to write quickly because “it was
usual to take notes at the lectures of Sophists and Philosophers, and speed is required for this
purpose” (p. 87). Regardless, scholars seem to agree that the oral tradition that relied on memory
remained central in Greek education (Freeman, 1907; Marrou, 1956). Likewise, James Murphy
(1990), author of “Roman Writing Instruction as Described by Quintillian,” proclaims that the
purpose of writing was successful speech: “If oral eloquence was the desired product of the
schools, writing was a major means to that end” (19). In fact, Quintiallian noted, “our speech will
never become forcible and energetic unless it acquires strength from great practice in writing”
(as cited in Murphy, 1990, p. 20). In sum, most scholars agree that writing was intended to aid
memorization and that rhetoric was indeed the purpose of writing instruction and writing as a
whole (Lentz, 1989; Murphy, 1990).

In addition to what we know about the aim of writing instruction, Marrou (1956) describes how
the students’ learning moved from the simple to the complex in a rigid manner without much
flexibility:
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Hence the first thing to be learned was the alphabet; then syllables, then words, then
sentences, and finally, continuous passages. One stage was not tackled until all the
problems in the preceding stage had been fully dealt with—which meant spending a long
time on each. (p. 150)
In this way, reading and writing were taught together. According to Marrou, primary schools that
utilized this basic pedagogy “existed throughout the Hellenistic world” and “appeared wherever
Hellenism took root” (p. 144).

Secondary Schools
Secondary school began around the age of ten and was taught by a grammarian. Despite Plato’s
criticism of poetry,18 children in secondary school were taught Homer and other lyric poets such
as Alcman, Sappho and Alcaeus (Marrou, 1956, p. 163). They also read plays, such as those by
Aeschylus and Sophocles. Although students practiced reading and recitation, “most of the work
was devoted to the explanation of the text” (p. 166). Students engaged in a very in-depth process
of composing various types of compositions that moved from simple to complex and from
writing to speech: “fable, narrative, ‘chria’, aphorism, confirmation (or refutation),
commonplaces, eulogy (or censure), comparison, ethopeia (or prosopopeia), the ‘thesis’, and
finally the discussion of law” (p. 173).19 While the fable was “simply a short composition in
which the child wrote down a little story that he had just read or had told him,” the more

18

Plato believed that poets should be banned from the Greek state. In The Republic, Book X, referring to poetry,
Plato demands “that no part of it which is imitative be by any means admitted” and explains that “all such things as
these seem to be the ruin of the mind of the hearers” (p. 220).
19

Marrou notes that Theon, who work will be examined later in this chapter, grouped “chria,” aphorism and
confirmation together.
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complex compositions were “guided by strict rules” about the contents of each paragraph
(Marrou, 1956, pp. 173-174).

Higher Education
Higher education was offered by the Sophists, Plato, Isocrates and other philosophers (Welch,
1990, p.14). According to Marrou (1956), higher education was typically reserved for the
wealthy and intended to cultivate the mind and prepare rich young men for life in “the
fashionable society to which they belonged” (p. 187). The main subjects studied were “ the two
forms of culture typified by Plato and Isocrates: the philosophical and the rhetorical” (p. 195).
Rhetoric was the dominant subject and was taught in three parts: “theory, study of models, and
applied exercises” (p. 197). Today, we continue to teach portions of this theory, which was
originally broken down into five parts: invention, arrangement, elocution, memorization and
action.

Although the focus of higher education was rhetoric, students also continued to practice writing.
Marrou (1956) explains that evidence regarding instruction in the study of models suggests that
students were taught “to imitate the great Attic writers of the Golden Age” (p. 201). However,
they were more focused on grammar and word choice, rather than the literary elements of these
authors. Indeed, students were instructed to use “only words or forms of speech that had already
been used in the classics” (p.201). Further, rhetors continued instruction in the types of
compositions students learned during secondary education, requiring students to do a series of
applied exercises that each had strict rules (p.201). The final exercises “approximated very
closely to real speeches delivered in the law courts or the assembly,” and they were of two
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primary types: the controversy and the suasion. While the controversy was focused on imaginary
legal cases, suasion was focused on deliberation over a particular issue (p.203).

The study of the education in antiquity is particularly relevant to the modern western system of
education. Indeed, as Marrou (1956) explains, “In it we can trace the direct ancestry of our own
educational tradition. We are the heirs of the Graeco-Latins, and everything of importance in our
own civilization derives from theirs. Most of all is this true of our system of education” (p.xi).
With this in mind, it may be all that surprising to learn that the ancient Greek and Roman
teachers developed and utilized a multimodal pedagogy to educate their students.

The Role of Images in Multimodal Pedagogy For Teaching Rhetoric and Writing
Although Plato expressed great distrust of images,20 images nonetheless played three distinct and
important roles in the ancient Greek and Roman multimodal pedagogy that instructors used to
teach rhetoric and writing:
1. Images functioned as non-oral communication and alphabetic characters
2. The description of images was an important component of pedagogy
3. Images were the essential tool of the mnemonic arts
In these ways, images were an integral component of the multimodal pedagogy that originated in
this time period. In this section, I explain the function of images in the ancient Greek and Roman
teachers’ multimodal pedagogy, as well as how students employed a multimodal process to
compose.

20

In The Republic, Book X, Plato explains his distrust of images: “The maker of the image, whom we call the
imitator, knows nothing of the real being, but only of that which is apparent” (p. 225).

41

Images as Non-Oral Communication and Alphabetic Characters
In the most basic way, many kinds of non-oral communication are grounded in imagery, as well
as traditional alphabetic characters. By non-oral communication, I refer to what Joddy Murray
(2009), in Non-Discursive Rhetoric: Image and Affect in Multimodal Composition, calls
symbolization. In order to understand symbolization, one must first understand how Murray
differentiates non-discursive rhetoric from discursive rhetoric. The non-discursive “includes
attempts to symbolize that are not necessarily statements made in printed text on paper, or
vocalized words intended to communicate a main idea.” He goes on to explain that such symbols
include all kinds of art: “photographs, graphs, music textiles, ceramics, doodles, et cetera” (p. 15).
In contrast, to define discursive rhetoric, Murray refers to Susanne Langer’s (1942) definition in
Philosophy in a New Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite and Art:
The form of symbolization most common to composition classrooms and associated with
verbal and written or printed text…the kind of language-making in which we ‘string out’
our ideas; it relies on language to be ordered, sequential, and adherent to the ‘laws of
reasoning’ often assumed to be synonymous with the ‘laws of discursive thought. (as
cited in Murray, 2009, p. 4)
Thus, symbolization, which includes both discursive and non-discursive rhetoric, “is the very
nature of a human symbol-use in all forms” (p. 13). Returning to my point at the beginning of
this paragraph, non-oral communication includes all these modes of symbolization, minus only
the aural.

In The History of Writing, Steven Roger Fischer (2005) describes early forms of non-oral
communication, explaining how “humankind has long made use of a wealth of graphic

42

symbols…in order to store information” long before any script is known to have existed (p.14).
For example, humans used the following types of non-oral communication methods:
•

Knot records, knots in a strand on string(s) that were used to maintain records

•

Notches, slashes in a surface used to denote a type of human perception

•

Pictography, which used images to convey a message without a direct relationship to
speech (pp. 14-20)

As writing was adopted by new cultures and continually elaborated, Roy Harris (1986), author of
The Origin of Writing, explains how new forms of graphic expression came into use: logograms,
signs representing a word but without indication to its pronunciation; pictograms, signs in the
form of a simple picture of what they represent; and ideograms, signs representing a whole
message or idea (p. 32). Ultimately, words developed a relationship to the sounds they depicted,
and the rebus principle emerged and changed writing forever; indeed, this new form of
communication relied as heavily as ever on imagery to convey meaning (see Figure 1):

Figure 1: Forms of Graphic Expression

Figure 1. These examples of a logogram, pictogram, ideogram and rebus writing illustrate how
these forms of graphic expression rely on images.21

21

I used the following images from Creative Commons and the public domain to create the remix seen in this figure.
• “Ampersand” by Fibonacci is licensed under CC BY-SA3.0
•
“Eyes of a Woman” is licensed under CC0 1.

43

As pictorial writing became phonetic writing, it spread—to the Nile, the Iranian Plateau and the
Indus Valley—and was combined with logography and other systems to create mixed scripts
(Fischer, 2005, p.34). These mixed scripts used varying systems of imagery to convey ideas. One
of the most well known is the Egyptian hieroglyph, which as Fischer (2005) explains, is both
decoration and script at the same time (p. 42). (See Figure 2)
Figure 2: Images Used to Construct Egyptian Hieroglyphics

Figure 2: This example of Egyptian hieroglyphics illustrates how this script is imagistic. Just as
most contemporary readers cannot read these hieroglyphics and thus they appear as simply a
series of images, readers of alphabetic scripts during antiquity saw the new alphabetic characters
as similarly random images.22

•

•
•
•
22

Food Sign, U.S. Department of Transportation’s National Highway Traffic Safety
Administration, 2009, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:RM-050_Food_sign.png
Public domain.
GJL-fft-herz (image of heart), Georg-Johann, 2010, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:GJL-fftherz.svg Public domain.
Hoeffler U (image of U), Bastique, 2008, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hoeffler_U.svg Public
domain.
No Smoking, AIGA, 2008, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:No_Smoking.svg Public domain.

“Egyptian Hieroglyphics” by Minnakht is licensed under CC by 3.0.
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While the Egyptians were still writing hieroglyphics, the Greeks began conveying non-oral ideas
through a different form of writing. Although scholars agree that the Greeks first learned
Phoenician letters from merchants who traveled from Tyre, Sidon, Byblos, Ashkelon and other
wealthy Levantine ports, there is no clear consensus about where, when or how the Greek
alphabet was first introduced (Fischer, 2005, p. 122). That said, most agree that it was sometime
during the 8th century B.C.E. (Welch, 1990, p.8). When the Greeks elaborated the Phoenician
alphabet, they became “the first in history to represent vocalic phonemes systematically and
consistently” because they “awarded each Greek vowel a sign just as if it were a consonant”
(Fischer, 2005, p. 124). Indeed, four forms of syllabo-lographic writing, each conveyed through
a system of images, were elaborated in the Aegean: Minoan Greeks’ hieroglyphics script, Linear
A, Mycenaean Greeks Linear B, and ultimately, Linear C or Cypriote Syllabic Script. Like the
other previous types of writing, these new forms relied on images to convey meaning. While
some Linear A signs clearly reflect the Minoan Greek’s hieroglyphics, all Linear B signs can be
traced back to Linear A, with only slight modifications in their form and shape. Linear C, which
shares many imagistic commonalities with Linears A and B, was used extensively from the 7th
century B.C.E. through the 3rd century B.C.E. (Fischer, 2005, pp. 75-81). (See Figure 3)
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Figure 2: Comparison of Images Used to Construct Linear B and Linear C 23

In ancient Greece, before Hellenism popularized schools that hired instructors to teach students
to write on papyri, N. Keith Rutter and Brian A. Sparkes (2000), in the introduction to Word and
Image in Ancient Greece, explain how writing was encountered most frequently on art—on
statues, pottery, funerary stêlai and public notice-boards—and was considered an integral
component of the larger image. Indeed, as Anthony Snodgrass (2000), who studied the various
ways that writing was used on pottery, noted, pottery formed “the writing surface for more than
three-quarters of a body of extant inscriptions” (p. 23). Snodgrass (2000) explains that these
inscriptions appear to be “located with a view of filling gaps in the figure-scenes,” and that “the
word can actually become a part of the image” (p.22). In this way, with alphabetic characters
perceived as an integral element of the image, the people of antiquity grew accustomed to seeing
the images that comprised words, even if they could not comprehend them.24 In sum, second

23

This comparison of images comes from the following source:
Vallance, R. Comparison of the Mycenaean Linear B & the Arcado-Cypriot Linear C Syllabaries. Retrieved from
https://linearbknossosmycenae.wordpress.com/2014/12/
24
Welch (1990) notes that since papyri could be very expensive, “pottery fragments were brought into instructional
service” and students would learn to write by engraving words in this ostraca (p.11).
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only to orality, imagistic scripts were very much a part of the art that conveyed ideas and was
pervasive in ancient Greek lives.
As formalized schools opened and writing began the long process of democratization, Greek
writing instructors often taught students how to write by helping them understand and create the
images that stood for letters of the Greek alphabet. In keeping with this notion of alphabetic
characters as images, Marrou (1956) suggests the following depiction of writing instruction in
ancient Greece: “The teacher would draw a letter ‘and then, before he let the child try it by
himself, take his hand and make him go over it.” This hand-holding was intended to “give him
the ‘feel’ of the letter,” (p. 11) and from it, we see how writing a letter is itself an act of drawing,
an artistic form used in the production of images. Likewise, in Rome, writing teachers relied on a
similar process for instruction. Analyzing Quintilian’s, Institutio Oratoria, Murphy (1990)
depicts the writing of alphabetic letters as involving traditional elements of image composition:
“The boy follows the form of the letters of the alphabet before he is allowed to write them for
himself, tracing indented patterns with his stylus to accustom his hand to the form of a letter”
(p.53). Interestingly, in his discussion of the origin of writing, Harris (1986) argues, “writing
ought to include drawing and even the art of silhouette.” He notes that the Greek verb “to write”
originally meant to “engrave, scratch, or scrape” in Homer. Likewise, the ancient Egyptians had
just one word meaning “writing” and “drawing” (p.29). As I explained in more detail in the
introduction to this project, composition scholars who recognize the multimodal nature of
alphabetic text and writing as a whole are calling for, whether they realize it or not, a return to
the ancient conception of the term.

The Description of Images
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Not only did images play an important role in non-oral communication and in forming alphabetic
text, early forms of visual theory—ekphrasis, enargeia and phantastia—contributed to the
multimodal pedagogy developed by ancient teachers to help their students conjure mental images
in the minds of their audiences. The meaning of the term ekphrasis has shifted over the last two
thousand years and has been used to indicate rhetorical strategies, descriptions of works of art,
and even a discreet poetic or literary genre (D'Angelo, 1998, p.440). As Ruth Webb (1999)
explains in “Ekphrasis Ancient and Modern: The Invention of a Genre,” when one considers the
definitions of ekphrasis that are available in contemporary scholarship, “one is struck by a degree
of divergence strangely at odds with the belief in a quasi-immanent meaning suggested both by
the modern etymologies and the many assertions of what ‘ekphrasis is’ to be found in the
burgeoning literature” (p. 7). According to James A. Francis (2009), whose research focuses on
the later Roman Empire and visuality in literature, “modern notions of ekphrasis may be
“inapplicable to, or even contradicted by, the ancient uses of the term” (p.4). Today, ekphrasis is
often limited to textual representations of art, such as descriptions of Homer’s Shield of Achilles
in Iliad (Francis, 2009; Webb, 1999). In contrast, Webb (1999) explains how during antiquity,
the definition of ekphrasis was far more encompassing than is seen today in modern criticism:
As far as the rhetoricians were concerned, ekphrasis could be a description of a person, a
place, even a battle, as well as a of a painting or sculpture. And even though certain
highly polished and sophisticated descriptions of paintings or artifacts, like Philostratos’
Imagines, or the Shield of Achilles, were classified as ‘ekphrasis’ in antiquity, the
technical writers on ekphrasis hardly evoke discussion of the visual arts, or the special
questions raised by their translation into a verbal medium. (p.8)
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Simon Goldhill (2007), an expert in classics and Greek culture, affirms Webb’s characterization
of ekphrasis during antiquity, suggesting that the rhetorical handbooks “had a wide range of
potential subjects of ekphrasis—which include battles and places, as well as more abstract
notions like characters and seasons” (p.3). Francis (2009) concurs, writing that ekphrasis was
comprehended as “how well the words could conjure images in the mind’s eye” (p. 287).
Similarly, Krieger (1992) suggests that ekphrasis is the “sought-for equivalent in words of any
visual image” (p. 9). In considering the shift in usage and understanding, what is important, is
that in all definitions, both ancient and modern, the teaching and composing of ekphrasis seems
to “penetrate the intersection between image and word” (Webb, 2009, p.27), “becoming a
dynamic interface between the verbal and the visual” (Francis, 2009, p. 7), and for these reasons,
it is significant to this analysis of multimodal pedagogy. However, since this is a study of
antiquity, I rely on the original, far broader understanding of the term, and I include mental
images as one form of imagery. 25

Readers should acknowledge one final important note before entering the following section
about early forms of visual theory. The use of two pertinent terms, ekphrasia and enargeia, can
be confusing because, while various ancient teachers elected to use one rather than another, the
meaning of the terms is essentially the same. They both refer to the linguistic description of
images. Graham Zanker (1981), whose goal in “Enargeia in the Ancient Criticism of Poetry”
was to define and date these (and other) similar terms, speculates that while there were
potentially minor differences between the terms, “sometimes enargeia is used almost

25

There is precedent in composition studies for understanding of mental images as “imagery.” For a reference
during the process movement, see Flower and Hayes’ (1984) use of the “multiple representation thesis” and “wordimages” in “Images, Plans, and Prose: The Representation of Meaning in Writing.” For a more contemporary
reference, see Joddy Murray, (2009), Non-discursive Rhetoric: Image and Affect in Multimodal Composition.
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interchangeably with ekphrasis” (p.298).26 He goes on to note that there were also other terms
that were used to convey essentially the same idea as ekphrasis and enargeia, such as accidentia
(which is “the description of attendant circumstances”) or description (“which denotes the vivid
exposition of the consequences of an action which will arouse indignation or pity”) (pp. 299301). Although the term enargeia was used during the time just after Aristotle’s death in 322
B.C., ekphrasis became a more common term during Quintilian’s life (35A.D. – 100A.D.). Thus,
as is always the case with language, the words used to convey particular ideas have changed over
time, and so did the terminology used to teach description during this 600-year period.

The Progymnasmata, a 1st century C.E. rhetorical textbook for teachers that was originally
written by Theon, provides the primary account of how the multimodal pedagogy of ekphrasis
was taught in ancient Greek and Roman schools. However, Webb (2009), in Ekphrasis,
Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and Practice, notes that the practice of
teaching ekphrasis was “well established in the vocabulary of school texts” by that time,
indicating that ekphrasis had been taught and become an established teaching pedagogy prior to
the 1st century27 (p. 39). After Theon’s edition, this essential textbook used by teachers
throughout the Roman Empire and after was rewritten (and potentially wrongly attributed to
Hermogenes of Tarsos) in the 3rd century C.E., by Aphthonios in the 4th century, and by Nikolaos
in the 5th century C.E. I have studied and drawn evidence from Butts’ (1986) translation of

26

In this quote, Zanker wrote both enargeia and ekphrasis in Greek letters.

27

James R. Butts (1986) makes a broader claim, suggesting that the full set of exercises appeared during the
Hellenistic period, as early as the 1st or 2nd century B.C.E., but he also notes that some of the original exercises have
earlier origins (p.7).
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Theon’s text into English28 and from my reading of Quintilian’s discussion of enargeia in
Institutio Oratoria, a twelve-volume rhetorical textbook published around 95 C.E.

During antiquity, ekphrasis was understood as a way that schools taught students to use language
to describe images, and according to Webb (2009), the term was not necessarily used outside of
classroom practice. One section of the Progymnasmata focused on how to create mental imagery
with words, and many of the exercises were intended to assist students in becoming skilled
readers who could critically engage with texts. The text was used to help students learn to read
with imagination and speak persuasively with passion. Indeed, as Webb (2009) explains, “the
rhetoricians’ discussions of ekphrasis…tell us about the imaginative engagement that was
expected. Young readers were encouraged not to approach texts as distanced artefacts [sic] with
a purely critical eye, but to engage with them imaginatively, to think themselves into the scenes
(p. 19). Webb (2009) explains:
The chapters on ekphrasis follow a standard pattern: the one-line definition is followed
by a list of categories of subject matter and then, in accordance with Theon’s advice to
the teacher to select examples from literature, the authors go on to illustrate each category
of ekphrasis by citing passages from classical texts. They then add some general remarks
about linguistic styles and how to link ekphrasis into a larger context. (p. 50)
Citing the “many reports of the visual impact of reading texts from classical antiquity” that
indicate “intense imaginative involvement with scenes,” Webb establishes that teaching students
to read in this way “was a common type of response to texts” (p. 19).

28

Butts, J. R. (1986). The progymnasmata of Theon: A new text with translation and commentary. (Doctoral
dissertation). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI No. 8705178).
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Once students of the Progymnasmata became good listeners and readers, they were instructed to
write their own compositions, using ekphrasis to bring vivid images before the eyes of their
audiences in order to produce emotion, and ultimately, persuasion. So although these students
were taught to experience ekphrasis in the works of Homer and Thucydides, for example, these
learning experiences were intended as models so that students could eventually reproduce in
their own compositions the same types of imagery that evoked feeling (Webb, 2009, p.18).
Theon wrote: “‘Reading,’ as one of the older writers said, (I believe it was Apollonius of
Rhodes), ‘is the nourishment of style,’ for by having our soul shaped by good examples, we shall
also imitate the finest (I:26-28). Later, Theon refers specifically to the value of reading the
writing of the ancients. In his discussion of why it is most pedagogically useful to instruct young
students to write about problems with which the ancients had already dealt, Theon explained: “It
is useful to make them read those men’s writing, so that if the students have written in the same
way, they might be encouraged, but if not, they may at least have the ancients themselves as
correctors” (II:48). Theon offers further explanation of the value of reading in order to craft
ekphrasis, as well as other important rhetorical lessons taught in the Progymnasmata:
But just as it is of no advantage for those who want to be painters to look at the works of
Apelles, Protogenes, and Antiphilus unless they themselves also attempt to paint, so also
for those who are going to be orators: not the words of the older writers, not their wealth
of thoughts, not the purity of their style, not the well-proportioned arrangement, not their
elegant oral presentation, in a word, not any of the good elements in rhetoric, are at all
useful unless each one practices writing every day for himself. (I:25)
Offering a variety of passages as models for students to study ekphrasis, Theon appears to
advocate a pedagogy through which students could learn ekphrasis almost entirely from
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examples. By giving students models for how to effectively describe characters, events, places,
times and procedures, young writers could learn how to describe what they saw. Beginning with
characters, Theon suggests students use the following passage from Homer’s Odyssey as a model
for description: “He was round-shouldered, dark-skinned, curly haired” (VII:4). Likewise, in
reference to an example he designates as procedure (although why this is not designated an event
in unclear), Theon offered the following model for ekphrasis:
At about dawn, the Lydians, on looking toward the acropoleis and seeing from afar the
images of Persians upon long wooden poles, were put to flight in the belief that the
acropolis was full of Persians and the city already captured. (VII: 28-29).
Theon also provides instruction regarding how much detail to include in descriptions. He
suggests that, when describing events, for example, the writer reference what happened before,
during and after them (VII:14). For instance, if one is describing a battle, Theon suggests the
following aspects be included:
First what happened prior to the battle: raising an army, the expenses, the fears, the
countryside being ravaged, the sieges; and then the wounds, the deaths, and the
mourning; and in addition to all this, the capture, and slavery of some, the victory and
trophies of others (VII:14-15).
Ultimately, Theon explains that in order for ekphrasis to occur, mental images must be evoked.
Theon is straightforward in his second to final point in the chapter. He contends that the most
“desirable qualities” of ekphrasis are “clarity and vividness,” and that “what is being reported is
virtually visible” (VII:14). The final line is especially significant in the context of this chapter, as
here Theon refers to mental imagery and suggests that the orator must create these mental images
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in the minds of his audience. In this way, the mental images are fundamental to ekphrasis, as
well as successful rhetoric as a whole.

Much like Theon, in Book VIII, Chapter 3 of Institutio Oratoria, Quintilian also taught students
how to compose this type of description, which he calls enargeia rather than ekphrasis (although
the terms mean essentially the same thing).29 Speaking of enargeia, Quintilian characterizes it as
“vivid illustration,” as opposed to “representation,” because “vivid illustration” is “something
more than clearness, since the latter merely lets itself be seen, whereas the former thrusts itself
upon our notice (VIII:61). Quintilian persuades his readers, who he intended to be teachers
(rather than students) of rhetoric, of the value of enargeia in this way:
It is a great gift to be able to set forth the facts on which we are speaking clearly and
vividly. For oratory fails of its full effect, and does not assert itself as it should, if its
appeal is merely to the hearing, and if the judge merely feels that the facts on which he
has to give his decision are being narrated to him, and not displayed in their living truth
to the eyes of the mind. (VIII:62)
Like Theon, Quintilian also believed that students should study the available writing of the time,
offering words of wisdom about how students might most effectively craft enargeia. In reference
to an eloquently worded description of boxers, Quintilian demonstrates the craft by suggesting a
“actual word-picture of a scene”: “Forthwith each hero tiptoe stood erect” (VIII: 63). He also
cites this vividness in the writings of Cicero, where Cicero describes the look of an ancient
Roman magistrate: "There on the shore stood the praetor, the representative of the Roman
people, with slippered feet, robed in a purple cloak, a tunic streaming to his heels, and leaning on
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See my earlier description of the use of ekphrasis versus enargeia. For further info on minor differences between
these nearly identical terms, see Zanker (1981).
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the arm of this worthless woman” (VIII:64). Although Quintilian instructs that students should
paint this type of picture with their words, he also describes how writers must “expand” on
certain ideas. For example, when describing how soldiers “stormed” into a town and captured it,
Quintilian offers the following example of vivid description:
The flames pouring from house and temple, and hear the crash of falling roofs and one
confused clamour blent of many cries: we shall behold some in doubt whither to fly,
others clinging to their nearest and dearest in one last embrace, while the wailing of
women and children and the laments of old men that the cruelty of fate should have
spared them to see that day will strike upon our ears. Then will come the pillage of
treasure sacred and profane, the hurrying to and fro of the plunderers as they carry off
their booty or return to seek for more, the prisoners driven each before his own inhuman
captor, the mother struggling to keep her child, and the victors fighting over the richest of
the spoil. (68-69)
In this way, Quintilian explains how to move from “the curtness of a dispatch” to a “wordpicture” of the scene that “may move our hearers to tears by the picture of a captured town”
(VIII:67):

Quintilian also provides pedagogical advice on how phrases that evoke imagery can be beneficial
to description, and he suggests that similes can help with “illuminating our descriptions” (VIII:
72). Since similes involve the comparison of one thing to another thing, they necessarily require
an understanding of the two things, enough so that mental images must be conjured. These
mental images, no matter how subconsciously created, are essential to foster understanding. For
how does one understand a phrase such as “an ocean of a river” without first calling forth images
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of a grand ocean and a far narrower river? Noting that it is essential for the student to use words
in their similes with which the audience is familiar, Quintilian suggests students evoke imagery
that was common in his time, such as “Thence like fierce wolves beneath the cloud of night” or
“Like the bird that flies Around the shore and the fish-haunted reef, Skimming the deep” (VIII:
72).

In order to fully understand this multimodal pedagogy that utilizes mental images through
ekphrasis, one should also understand another ancient Greek term: phantasia. According to W. S.
Hett (1935), phantasia operates “both in the presence of sensible objects, interpreting them to the
mind, and in their absence, bringing absent objects to the mind in what we would call variously
memory, contemplation, and imagination (as cited in O’Gorman, 2005, p. 20). Likewise, Debra
Hawhee (2011), whose goal in “Looking into Aristotle’s Eyes: Toward a Theory of Rhetorical
Vision” is to explore the connection between rhetoric and phantasia, explains that “the faculty of
phantasia is activated when viewable matter is not immediately at hand and must be otherwise
conjured, as with dreams, delusions, and memories” (p.142). Goldhill’s (2007) definition is
similar, but he explains the essential connection between ekphrasis, enargeia, and phantasia.
Calling phantasia the “psychological awareness of ekphrasis,” Goldhill argues:
Quintilian uses the notion of phantasaia, “impression,” to insist that through enargeia in
ekphractic prose the orator can reach the innermost mind—the deepest emotions—of the
listener (Inst.6.2.29) (p.4)….Rhetoric’s interest in ekphrasis cannot be separated from its
understanding of enargeia and phantasia. (p.7)
Thus, Goldhill explains that while ekphrasis refers to the translation or remediation of mental
images into words so that an audience can see what is in the mind of the orator or writer,
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phantasia is the process of conjuring images in the mind. Given my focus on processes in this
study, it is worth noting the difference between these two terms and methods that the ancient
rhetoric and writing teachers developed in order to teach their students to describe the images
they saw.

Images as Mnemonic Tools for Oration
Images played a third important role in ancient Greek and Roman rhetoric and writing pedagogy
as tools to be utilized for oral speeches performed by memory. Although in Rhetoric, Aristotle
established that invention, arrangement and style were the three most important parts of classical
rhetoric, in the first chapter of book three, he suggests that delivery might also be an important
component. Kennedy (1994) notes that by the first century B.C.E., memory and delivery had
both been incorporated as important parts of classical rhetoric. Regarding memory, Kennedy
explains how “once a speech was planned and written out, the student of rhetoric was expected
to memorize it word for word for oral delivery” (p. 6). Marrou (1956) offers further insight,
indicating that memorization in antiquity “was usually based on a system of associating visual
images” (p. 199). Referencing Rhetorica ad Herenium, Murphy (1990) illuminates the key role
of images in retaining ideas:
The natural memory could be improved by exercise, just like a bodily muscle. The
artificial or artistic memory employed a mnemonic system of ‘Images’ and
‘Backgrounds,’ in which the mind could store symbols (Images) set in a visualized
neutral space (Background). (p. 28)
In this way, images were an essential feature of the multimodal pedagogy the ancient Greeks and
Romans used to teach rhetoric and writing.
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Images appear to have attracted the attention of the rhetorically educated for the first time when
the poet Simonides (556 - 468 B.C.E) originally identified their mnemonic properties (Thomas,
2014). However, as L. A. Post (1932), author of “Ancient Memory Systems,” acknowledges, the
art was most likely not fully utilized until the Sophists became popular (p. 106). In De Anima,
Aristotle explains, “we can represent an object before our eyes as do those who range things
under mnemonic heading and picture them to themselves” (Aristotle, 1907; 3:3:4; Hicks, R.D.,
trans.) However, a far more in-depth explanation of mnemonics appears among the works of
Cicero (although he is probably not the author) in Rhetorica ad Herenium (Cicero, 1954; Caplan,
H. trans.); in Book III, the author clearly explains the mnemonic art, first as it relates to memory,
and then as it relates to backgrounds and images. Here, the author describes the two types of
memory and the role of images in retaining memories:
For my part, I am satisfied that there is an art of memory….There are, then, two kinds of
memory: one natural, and the other the product of art. The natural memory is that
memory which is imbedded in our minds, born simultaneously with thought. The
artificial memory is that memory which is strengthened by a kind of training and system
of discipline. (III:XVI:28)
Here, the author explains the way he defines both “background” and “image”:
The artificial memory includes backgrounds and images. By backgrounds I mean such
scenes as are naturally or artificially set off on a small scale, complete and conspicuous,
so that we can grasp and embrace them easily by the natural memory — for example, a
house, an intercolumnar space, a recess, an arch, or the like. An image is, as it were, a
figure, mark, or portrait of the object we wish to remember; for example, if we wish to
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recall a horse, a lion, or an eagle, we must place its image in a definite background.
(III:XVI:30)

In addition, in Book III, the author explains the way that instructors employed a multimodal
pedagogy to teach students to use images and backgrounds to help retain ideas in their minds. He
asserts that just as those who know the alphabet can write what is dictated and read aloud what is
written, “those who have learned mnemonics can set in backgrounds what they have heard, and
from these backgrounds, deliver it by memory” (III:XVI:31). The author compares the
backgrounds to “wax tablets or papyrus,” saying, “the images like the letters, the arrangement
and disposition of the images like the script, and the delivery is like the reading” (III:XVI:31). If
one wishes to memorize many items, it is best to “equip ourselves with a large number of
backgrounds, so that in these we may set a large number of images” (III:XVI:31). Further, the
author suggests to students the importance of setting “these backgrounds in a series” to avoid
confusion in their order” (III:XVI:31). However, the selection of images is very important; the
author writes, “Since, then, images must resemble objects, we ought ourselves to choose from all
objects likeness for our use. Hence likenesses are bound to be of two kinds, one of subject-matter
and the other of words” (III:XX:33). Because choice of image is so important in the teaching of
mnemonics, the author provides a detailed explanation of what he means by “likeness,” arguing
in Book III, Chapter XXII, that memories of the longest duration will result from images that are
“not many or vague, but doing something…so that its form is more striking” (III:XXII:37).

In sum, images played three significant roles in the multimodal pedagogy that the ancient Greeks
and Romans used to teach rhetoric and writing. Students were taught that images were essential
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to non-oral communication and inherent in the composition (and consumption) of alphabetic
characters; the orator’s task was to help audience members mentally conjure the images
described; images were integral to the mnemonic arts, which were used to help students
effectively memorize and deliver long speeches. Using the linguistic and visual modes, ancient
instructors developed a thorough multimodal pedagogy dependent on a variety of modal lessons
that guided the students’ learning. Further analysis, however, reveals the composing process also
utilized the aural mode because written words were developed in response to the sounds they
depicted. This mixing of words, images and sounds is the foundation for the multimodal
pedagogy and instruction that is the focus of the next section.

The Role of Music and Sound in the Multimodal Pedagogy of Antiquity
The Greek and Roman teachers believed that the study of rhetoric could be significantly
informed by lessons in music. To achieve this goal, the ancient teachers actually taught letters
and music together. Lentz (1989) explains that “letters and music were once united, with music
more esteemed than letters,” in fact (p. 50). These music lessons were intended to teach students,
among other things, the value of rhetorical style through a study of pitch, rhythm and tone.
Although Plato worried about the dangers of innovation in music and believed that only the
original forms of music should be taught to students, in The Republic, he explained that
education in music remained of “the greatest importance, because rhythm and harmony enter in
the strongest matter into the inward part of the soul, and most powerfully affect it, introducing at
the same time decorum, and making every one decent if he is properly educated, and the reverse
if he is not?” (p.63). Much like with imagery, the ancient rhetoric and writing teachers believed
that sound and music were important modalities they could use to teach rhetoric and writing, and
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through an analysis of parts of Quintilian’s Institutio Oratoria and several secondary sources that
explore early education in Greek and Roman antiquity, I will show three ways that the ancient
teachers incorporated these modalities into their multimodal pedagogy.

Quintilian believed that students’ rhetorical education could benefit greatly from knowledge of
music, and in Institutio Oratoria, he argued that music should be studied before an education in
rhetoric began. In Book I, Quintilian wrote that “oratory, the highest gift of providence to man,
needs the assistance of many arts, which, although they do not reveal or intrude themselves in
actual speaking, supply hidden forces and make their silent presence felt” (I:5:7). For an orator,
Quintilian wrote, “music will be a necessity” (I:5:11), and he provides a brief history of famous
generals and teachers who valued music as part of a boy’s rhetorical education. He then explains
how “music has two modes of expression in the voice and in the body; for both voice and body
require to be controlled by appropriate rules” (I:5:23). He notes that “Aristoxenus divides music,
in so far as it concerns the voice, into rhythm and melody, the one consisting in measure, the
latter in sound and song” (I:5:23). Suggesting that music can teach a student the “euphonious
combination of sounds” that can produce eloquence and evoke emotion in an audience, he
specifies that “different emotions are roused even by the various musical instruments” (I:5:23).
Further, referring to the rhetorical value of another mode of expression, gesture or body language,
he explains that “the motion of the body must be suitable and becoming, or as the Greeks call it
eurythmic, and this can only be secured by the study of music” (I:5:26). Ultimately, in a
particularly eloquently worded passage, one that demonstrates the value of rhythm and tone,
Quintilian argues: “But eloquence does vary both tone and rhythm, expressing sublime thoughts
with elevation, pleasing thoughts with sweetness, and ordinary with gentle utterance, and in
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every expression of its art is in [sic] sympathy with the motions of which it is the mouthpiece”
(I:5:24).

Although this analysis of Institutio Oratoria provides a valuable glimpse into what Quintilian
truly believed about the importance of musical education, scholars who have studied extant
papyri that included rhetorical lessons explain how the principles of music were actually taught
in the schools. At the most basic level, writing teachers used arrangements of sound to teach
students to both read and write. For example, when Athenian students learned to write, they first
learned “the system of sounds the writings [would] represent” (Lentz, 1989, p.69). According to
Lentz (1989), ancient Athenian students who learned to read would learn “to recognize the
written letters for each sound of the language and the way those sounds--and thus letters-interacted” (p. 47). Lentz emphasized this essential point concerning the relationship between
reading, writing and speaking: “The basic teaching of grammar subordinates writing to the
knowledge of the sounds of the language” (p. 52). In simple terms, when students learned to
read, they learned how each word sounded, and they learned how modes used to construct and
convey sound--such as inflection, pitch and the accent of each syllable--could influence the way
an utterance was understood. Thus, when students learned to write, they learned how to translate
those sounds into lines on the page. According to Ong “‘Reading’ a text means converting it to
sound, aloud or in the imagination syllable-by-syllable in slow reading” (p. 8). To this day, we
refer to this act of conversion as “sounding out” words.

The ancient rhetoric and writing teachers also used choral skills to help young students learn to
read and write. Lentz (1989) explained that before instruction in writing was available for Greek
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students, the choric arts—which included instruction in “rhythm, harmony, word, and
gymnastics, all ‘training to make a man harmonious’”--were celebrated and valued (Lentz, 1989,
p. 48). Thus, it is not surprising that the choric arts continued to play an important role in Greek
education after instruction in writing began. In Greek schools, when children learned the
alphabet, they would “recite—or probably chant—in chorus” (Marrou, 1956, p.150-151). Ong
(2012) offered a potential reason for this behavior when he explained the nature of sound as it
related to the alphabet when it was first created. He described how “the alphabet operates more
directly on sound as sound than that of other scripts, reducing sound directly to spatial
equivalents” (p. 90) Once students learned the alphabet and to read syllables and eventually
whole words and passages, they learned to recite. According to Marrou (1956), recitation meant
memorization of passages, and beginners were taught to “recite in a sing-song manner, syllable
by syllable” (p. 151). Just as we continue to “sound out” words, this “sing-song manner” is still
commonly employed today when children learn their ABCs or how to spell complex words like
Mississippi. In both cases, a tune is commonly taught to students to aid their memorization.

On the surface, it’s easy to see a basic connection between music and writing. Marrou (1956)
explains that the letters of the alphabet “were used as figures and musical notes” (p.151).
Specifically, the seven Greek vowels were associated with seven notes of a scale. However, a
deeper look reveals that music and writing also share a vocabulary and function. In both subjects,
instructors teach the value of pitch, tone and rhythm. According to David Binning Monro (1894),
a Homeric scholar at Oxford University during the late 19th century, for Aristotle, pitch was an
especially important “element of effect” in oration (p. 15). Although Aristotle does not
specifically speak of pitch in music, Monro points out that “the nearest approach to such a use” is
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found in Rhetoric when he refers to the “rise of acting.” Aristotle observed that a similar art
might be formed for oration:
Such an art would lay down rules directing how to use the voice so as to suit each variety
of feeling,--when it should be loud, when low, when intermediate;--and how to use the
keys, when the pitch of the voice should be high or low or middle…and the rhythms,
which to use for each case. For there are three things which men study, viz. quantity (i.e.
loudness of sound), tune, and rhythm (as cited in Monro, 1894, p.15).

Likewise, Quintilian, in Institutio Oratoria, cites the example of “Gaius Gracchus, the leading
orator of his age,” in order to show the important role that tone played in oration. Quintilian
explains how Grachus, “during his speeches had a musician standing behind him with a
pitchpipe, or tonarion as the Greeks call it, whose duty was to give him the tones in which his
voice was to be pitched” (I:5:27). In this way, Quintilian, as well as the teachers who inherited
his multimodal pedagogy, placed great emphasis on tone and rhythm as important modalities
used to persuade and achieve rhetorical success.

Conclusion
The goal of this chapter was not to unearth ancient Greek and Roman teaching practices that
were previously undiscovered, and it is unlikely that I have uncovered any new evidence that is
not already well-known among scholars of this time period. Rather, I have tried to re-frame and
re-contextualize the commonly documented narrative of how the ancient teachers taught rhetoric
and writing. By re-telling this collective story in chapter one, I provide an opportunity to peer
back through time and view the rhetorical teachings of antiquity anew. Indeed, by re-seeing this
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history through a contemporary multimodal lens, the multimodal pedagogies and processes of
rhetoric and writing instruction in antiquity are revealed.

By re-framing our multimodal rhetorical history, another common story is also unsettled. The
narrative that casts the teaching of multimodal writing as lacking a history prior to the late 20th
century is disrupted, and the all too prevalent tale that associates the appearance of multimodal
writing with the rise of the digital is retold. Through close reading of the extant texts and the
secondary research that has previously analyzed them, I have shown that the ancient Greek and
Roman instructors of rhetoric and writing utilized a multimodal pedagogy and that their students
subsequently engaged in multimodal processes for composing alphabetic text. When they learned
to write, more than children might ever today, students perceived and recognized alphabetic text
as images that conveyed meaning; as they composed, they used ekphrasis to bring vivid images
before the eyes of their audiences; when they memorized speeches, they consciously crafted
mental images to aid their memorization; and they intentionally manipulated the rhythm of their
words and the pitch and tone of their voices as they orated.

I contend that the ancient teachers’ multimodal pedagogies taught students a variety of
multimodal composing processes and these pedagogies and processes are evidence of the
historical origins of the subfield of multimodal composition. I have shown in this chapter that the
ancient students composed in alphabetic text, which is multimodal because it is conveyed
through both the linguistic and visual modes. However, I want to push this theory one step
further. When an artist uses a painting process to paint, we call the product a painting. When a
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sculptor sculpts clay, we call the piece a sculpture. When a writer uses multimodal processes to
compose alphabetic text, should we not call the product a multimodal composition?

In the introduction to this project, I professed to agree with scholars’ arguments that we must
broaden our conception of writing beyond simply the alphabetic. I argued that all kinds of
texts—alphabetic, PowerPoint presentations, videos, podcasts, etc.— are forms of writing. But
what if, instead, we called all forms of writing multimodal? If students were taught from a young
age that all writing is multimodal and that alphabetic text is just one form of writing, they would
no longer experience composition courses as dichotomous—the alphabetic versus the
multimodal. If students were taught from a young age that all writing is multimodal, it would
make more sense when composition teachers talk to them about reading the world—about
reading advertisements, movies or other forms of media. Students would naturally understand
what it means to read images, as they would always have understood images to be just another
form of writing. If students were taught from a young age that all writing is multimodal, we
might more quickly develop a common rhetorical vocabulary--or a “metalanguage of
multiliteracies based on the concept of ‘design’,” (p. 73) as The New London Group (1996) first
called it--to describe composing processes within the arts, which Daniel Keller (2007), Cheryl
Ball (2006), and Sonya Borton (2008) (among others) have advocated for years. Ultimately, if
we returned to earlier more inclusive conceptions of writing and began teaching students in early
elementary school that all writing was multimodal, the inaccurate notion that the multimodal is
new would naturally dissipate. We must reframe writing one way or another.

We can learn much from history—not just from the advances and mistakes made by previous
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teachers of rhetoric and writing but by granting that a 2000-year history of multimodal writing
exists. Recognizing our long history of engagement with multimodal writing suggests that we
have far more experience and expertise in teaching multimodal writing than is commonly
acknowledged, even by us. Our pedagogy has long-been multimodal, and our students—those
who paint pictures with their words, who use mental images as mnemonic devices, who vary the
rhythm of their prose like the musical notes in a song—have long engaged in multimodal
composing processes. Our unique pedagogical experience suggests that we can successfully
develop and utilize multimodal pedagogies, that we can teach students effective multimodal
processes, and that, as we ask students to compose increasingly complex multimodal texts, we
have the background and knowledge to do so effectually. As a result, recognizing the role of
images, sounds and music in the ancient rhetorical pedagogies and composing processes can help
composition teachers to decrease anxiety about teaching this truly ancient subject. Indeed, the
more we realize we know, the more confidence we experience, the better we teach.
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Chapter 2
Re-Seeing the Process Movement through a Multimodal Lens:
The Role of Mental and Physical Imagery in Composing Alphabetic Text

Introduction
This chapter extends the argument made in chapter one, where I showed how the earliest rhetoric
and writing teachers in ancient Greece and Rome developed a multimodal pedagogy that was
integral to their instruction, how they taught their students to use multimodal processes to
compose alphabetic text, and how acknowledging the 2000-year-old origins of teaching
multimodal writing reveals composition instructors as uniquely prepared to teach multimodal
writing. Although many of the multimodal methods that ancient Greek and Roman instructors
developed have been lost over time, I show in chapter two how students’ contemporary
alphabetic composition processes remain multimodal. Just as in chapter one, my goal in this
second chapter is to continue to expand our understanding of how students’ alphabetic writing
processes are informed by mutlimodality; however, here I focus specifically on just one mode—
the image. I argue that interdisciplinary research from the fields of psychology and English
(literature, composition and linguistics) reveals how both mental and physical images (the latter a
term I use to describe images that are visible in the real world and to differentiate it from mental
imagery) play important roles in the thinking and drafting/revision that is integral to the
alphabetic writing process. Ultimately, I suggest, in keeping with my overarching goals, that
recognizing that the production of alphabetic text is entirely multimodal can help decrease some
instructors’ anxiety about teaching students to read and compose multimodal writing and
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ultimately lead to improvements in our pedagogy and instruction.

Defining Physical Imagery and Mental Imagery
Before I can begin the primary argument addressed in this chapter, I must first provide
definitions of terminology I’ll be using. While I use imagery to refer to all forms or
representations, I use physical imagery to denote forms that exist in real life and can be seen,
held or touched; in contrast, I use mental imagery to indicate those forms or representations that
exist only in our individual minds. In the following section, I consider definitions by prominent
scholars in psychology and English and ultimately arrive at a definition of each term that will be
applied throughout this chapter.

While there are some pictures that nearly everyone would agree are physical images, like a
sketch of a person or an elephant, there are other representations, such as a short straight line or
circle on a page, that might garner objections when characterized as imagery. Because art
historians may understand imagery in a different way than psychologists or those without
discipline-specific knowledge, it is useful to consider definitions from disciplines that are
pertinent to this discussion.

In “Art History and Images that are not Art,” James Elkins (1995), an art historian and critic
whose scholarship focuses on the history and theory of images in art, argues that some images
have “neither religious nor artistic purpose” but instead are “principally intended—in the dry
language of communication theory--to convey information”:
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There is no good name for such images, which include graphs, charts, maps, geometric
configurations, notations, plans, official documents, some money, bonds, seals and
stamps, astronomical and astrological charts, technical and engineering drawings,
scientific images of all sorts, mnemonic, and pictographic or ideographic elements in
writing: in other words, the sum total of visual images that are not obviously either
artworks or religious artifacts. (p. 155)
Elkins goes on to explain that these types of representations are images because they “engage the
central issues of art history such as periods, styles, meanings, the history of ideas, concepts of
criticism, and changes in society [and]…they can present more complex questions of
representation, convention, medium, production, interpretation, and reception than much of fine
art” (p. 156). In anticipation of objections from other art historians, he points out that “far from
being inexpressive, they are fully expressive, and capable of as great and nuanced a range of
meaning as any work of fine art” (p. 156). In this way, Elkins situates non-traditional
representations of information as images that are ripe for study by art historians.

Elkins is not alone in his conception of imagery; rather, Rudolf Arnheim (1969), a psychology
professor and film theorist who studied the relationship of Gestalt psychology to art, shares and
expands Elkins’ broad conception of the term. In reference to “diagramtic scribbles” drawn on a
board, Arnheim formulates an argument about non-mimetic images, which he defines as images
“that do not contain likenesses of objects or events” (p. 116). Arnheim argues that these nonmimetic images are as meaningful as any clearly pictorial image, explaining that, “the difference
between mimetic and non-mimetic shapes, so plausible at first glance, is only one of degree”
(p.117). Ultimately, Arnheim proposes that “there is no dichotomy of mimetic versus non-
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mimetic representation, but only a continuous scale reaching from the most realistic images to
the purest elements of shape and color” (p. 118). According to Arnheim’s theory, all marks,
scribbles and lines are in fact images that represent ideas, and these images merely range from
mimetic to non-mimetic. Not only do art historians and psychologists define images in such
broad terms, but according to the Oxford English Dictionary, a source I choose because it is nondiscipline specific yet esteemed, an image is “an artificial imitation or representation of
something.” Although the definition specifies that images are “esp. of a person or the bust of a
person,” clearly, the definition was written in a purposely-broad manner, as most anything can be
characterized as something. Thus, where definitions of images by Elkins, Arnheim and the
Oxford English Dictionary intersect is in their shared conception of imagery as encompassing
most any mark on a surface. This broad conception of imagery, as well as their specific criteria,
will be applied throughout this chapter.

Mental imagery is a term used in both psychology and English, so a definition in the two primary
disciplines in which this chapter resides is in order. According to Kosslyn, Thompson and Ganis
(2006), faculty in the Department of Psychology at Harvard, mental imagery occurs “when a
representation of the type created during the initial phases of perception is present but the
stimulus is not actually being perceived; such representations preserve the perceptible properties
of the stimulus and ultimately give rise to the subjective experience of perception” (p. 4). Thus,
mental images arise when one sees an imagistic representation of a thing or person in one’s mind,
even though the thing or person is not present at that time. Kosslyn et al. (2006) do not restrict
imagery to the visual modality, however; rather, they note that “although visual imagery is
accompanied by the experience of ‘seeing with the mind’s eye,’ auditory mental imagery is
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accompanied by the experience of ‘hearing with the mind’s ear,’ and tactile imagery is
accompanied by the experience of ‘feeling with the mind’s skin,’ and so forth” (p. 4). Nigel J.T.
Thomas (2014), in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, affirms that cognitive scientists
recognize the existence of “quasi-perceptual experience in other sensory modes” besides the
visual, and it documents the existence of auditory, kinesthetic (motor), olfactory, haptic (touch),
and other forms of imagery. Similarly, in literary and composition theory, multiple types of
imagery are commonly recognized, including visual, auditory, tactile, gustatory, etc. Indeed,
imagery has long been understood as the use of words to create various types of mental pictures.
According to Lorna Sage (2006) in the Routledge Dictionary of Literary Terms, in the 18th
century, “literature was often regarded as a medium which promoted visual responses in the
reader: that is to say, ‘images’” (p. 115). Although schools of literary theory have interpreted the
utility of images in differing ways, this basic view that literature creates mental imagery in the
mind of the reader has changed little over the last two hundred years. According to Connie S.
Zitlow (2000), a professor of English education whose work focuses on teaching young adult
literature:
The words we read and the images we see are abstractions of reality, selected and crafted
by someone. Imaging, or the act of experiencing mental images, because it is broader
than visual imagery, is connected to all the senses. When someone else chooses words
carefully and crafts them so that we see a vivid picture in our mind’s eye, or we hear a
distinct or recognizable sound in our mind’s ear, or we smell a certain scent, we are
responding to an element of the written word.
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Thus, although scientists and literary scholars approach the study of mental imagery differently,
they appear to share similar understandings of it.

The Role of Mental Images in Thinking that is Integral to the Writing Process
Mental imagery plays an essential role in two parts of the writing process:
1. The recursive thinking and drafting/revising that occurs throughout the process of
composing
2. The intellectual development of the rhetorical situation
Psychologists and cognitive scientists agree that when we think, we use words, images and
various combinations of the two modes to process our ideas, and the same is true of the thinking
that is a recursive part of the writing process. In fact, the word idea is derived from the Greek
term oida, which originally meant both I have seen and I know (Berthoff, 1981, p.22). Linda
Flower and John Hayes, an English professor and psychology professor, respectively, who
collaborated to study how students write, conducted a wealth of in-depth research about the role
that images play in the thinking that occurs throughout the writing process. In “A Cognitive
Process Theory of Writing,” Flower and Hayes (1981) explain their use of think-aloud protocols,
a methodology in which participants explain their thinking as they conduct a task, to “capture a
detailed record of what is going on in the writer’s mind during the act of composing” (p. 368).
They suggest that during the planning process, which they define as the time when “writers form
an internal representation of the knowledge that will be used in writing,” the representation of
“knowledge will not necessarily be made in language, but could be held as a visual or perceptual
code, e.g., as a fleeting image the writer must then capture in words” (p. 372). Further, they note,
“the information generated in planning may be represented in a variety of symbol systems other
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than language, such as imagery or kinetic sensations” (p. 373). Flower and Hayes (1984) extend
this notion in “Images, Plans and Prose: The Representation of Meaning in Writing,” where they
denote the various types of imagery that were explained above—such as visual, auditory, and
kinesthetic—and suggest that they are inherent in the thinking that is part of the writing process.
They contend that while this type of mental imagery occurs naturally for many readers, it is very
difficult for writers to translate this imagery into alphabetic text on paper.

To explore how writers can struggle to articulate mental imagery in writing, Flower and Hayes
(1984) present a case study involving a nontechnical field guide to bird identification, and they
show that while it is somewhat easy to imagine the way a bird looks and even the sound it makes
when it chirps, it may be difficult to effectively translate these visual and auditory images into
alphabetic text. A second case study, which compares a taxi drivers’ ability to provide a written
account of their knowledge of a region to their ability to apply this knowledge while in the field,
reveals that experienced cab drivers rely on “mixture of articulable general knowledge (major
roads and regions) and highly visual procedural knowledge (how to find Tony’s once you’re in
the area”). Ultimately, they found that these cab drivers possess “an additional body of
knowledge that was activated by being on the spot, but not by planning on paper” (p.133-134).
In fact, translating such “visually coded knowledge” is frequently problematic for writers (p.
134). As such, Flower and Hayes (1984) found that the thinking that is inherent in the writing
process, which they call a “writer’s internal plan,” is “by no means a neat catalog of words to be
placed on paper,” but rather it is more like a “diverse map to guide a complex exploration” (p.
124)--and this map is comprised of words and images. It is important to note that Flower and
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Hayes—writing in 1984, before the rise of the digital—actually used the term “multimodal” to
denote this type of thinking that “mix[es] images, sounds and schemas in the same pot” (p. 145).

Although I believe Flower and Hayes provide the most detailed analysis of the role of imagery in
the writing process, earlier scholars developed work that served as Flower and Hayes’ foundation,
and later researchers both affirmed and furthered their findings. Ann Berthoff, a composition
theorist whose work focused on the relationship between meaning and writing, provided one
such foundation. Unlike Flower and Hayes, whose research was primarily scientific and
empirical, Berthoff’s claims were derived from her study of works by humanist thinkers. In
Forming, Thinking, Writing: The Composing Imagination, Berthoff (1978) explains the way that
we use the various modes of perception to make sense of the world:
We use all our senses and associate one sense experience with another. But we also judge
character and temperament and develop our expectations about feelings and ideas on the
basis of those experiences. This game can teach you a lot about the interaction of sensory
experience and thinking, which is seeing relationships. (p. 21).
Berthoff believed that in order to make meaning of the world, we must use all our senses, and
“the merest sense experience is a process of formulation” (p.38). Taking this further, Berthoff
argued that sense perception is itself a form of composing: “The active mind is a composer and
everything we respond to, we compose” (p. 43). Palmeri provides the following concise analysis
of Berthoff’s belief that “visual perception is itself a form of composing”:
As we look at the world and compose visual images in our minds, we are constantly
making meaning by selecting, arranging and classifying—participating in an ultimately
social process in which we construe what we see in relation to what we have seen in the
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past and what we expect to see in a given context (Forming 32). In this way, Berthoff
argues that visual mental imagery is not just ‘source material’ for writing (as Flower and
Hayes suggest); rather, Berthoff shows that the process of composing mental images—
the process of visual thinking—is analogous to writing. (p. 39)
As this passage suggests, Berthoff provides a general foundation for Flower and Hayes’ later
research.

Sandra Perl also studied the multiple modes of sensory perception that we use in the thinking that
constitutes part of the writing process, and she suggests that as part of the recursive experience of
writing—that backward and forward movement between thinking and composing—writers
experience a feeling when an idea clicks. This feeling occurs when they have been thinking and
finally know what they need to write, and that feeling is grounded in multiple modes of
perception, of which one is imagery. In “Understanding Composing,” Perl (1980) adapts Eugene
Gendlin’s theory of the “felt sense”30 to explore the “non-verbalized perceptions that surround
the words” in our thinking (p. 365). Gendlin described the “felt sense” as “the soft underbelly of
thought…a kind of bodily awareness that…can be used as a tool…a bodily awareness
that…encompasses everything you feel and know about a given subject at a given time…It is felt
in the body, yet it has meanings. It is body and mind before they are split apart” (as cited in Perl,
1980, p. 365). According to Perl, the “felt sense” is the most difficult recursive move to
document in the writing process because it is evoked through “what is not yet in word but out of
which images, words, and concepts emerge” (p. 366). For example, Perl explains that when

30

According to Sondra Perl, in “A Writer’s Way of Knowing: Guidelines for Composing,” the term, “felt sense”
was originally coined by Eugene Gendlin, “who built on the works of Dilthey, Merleau-Ponty, Heidegger, and
others in his extensive explorations of ‘thinking beyond patterns’” (p. 78).
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writers are assigned a topic, the “topic itself evokes a felt sense in them,” and the topic “calls
forth images, words, ideas, and vague fuzzy feelings that are anchored in the writer’s body”
(365). Thus, when writers pause their writing, they are looking for that felt sense—that tacit
knowledge31 that they know but can’t yet communicate—and they are waiting for words or an
image to emerge and help express the idea. What is significant here is that Perl acknowledges the
potential of the image to play this role in the felt sense. In point of fact, she agrees with Flower
and Hayes, as well as Berthoff, that when we think during the composing process, we rely on a
combination of words and images.

Finally, Hildy Miller’s work also investigates the prominence of imagery in the thinking that is
part of the writing process, but she sought through her quantitative study to statistically
determine the frequency of words and images in writers’ thinking. In “Sites of Inspiration:
Where Writing is Embodied in Image and Emotion,” Miller (1994) uses thought sampling, a
method that has been extensively used in the study of mental images, to show how “ideas are
bodied forth as images” (116). Miller’s participants included 148 upper and lower division
students at a large midwestern university who were taking writing courses in a wide array of
disciplines, and the two stages of her study facilitated a comparison between reported thought
and text. Ultimately, Miller found that images were common in the thoughts of participants:
“While in approximately half the written thought samples, thinking occurred mostly in words, in
nearly one-fourth, thinking was mostly in images. In an additional fourth, thinking occurred both
in words and images” (pp. 117-118). Thus, visual activity was reported in about half the thought
31

According to Edith Babin and Kimberly Harrison (1999), tacit knowledge is a term first used by Michael Polanyi,
a scientist, chemist and philosopher. He used the term to explain the way that “scientific knowledge is gained
through experience and cannot be completely or specifically expressed.” The term was later adapted in composition
studies by Janet Emig, who used it “to argue for cross-disciplinary approaches to writing pedagogy and to provide a
list of scholars she [saw] as ‘promising new ancestors’ for composition studies” (p. 247).
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samples. While this provides quantitative evidence that images play a substantial role in the
thinking that occurs throughout the writing process, I suspect that methodology and topic
selection for thinking exercises also influenced these results. My own experience suggests that
the thinking that is integral to the writing process occurs in both image and language, but without
either, that thinking would be significantly disrupted.

The Role of Mental Imagery in the Rhetorical Situation
Another way that writers use mental images as part of the recursive thinking and
drafting/revision that is integral to the writing process pertains to the writers’ intellectual
development of the rhetorical situation: the writer’s awareness of audience, purpose and context.
For every piece of alphabetic writing, an experienced writer will identify to whom she is writing
(audience), and the writing—or any other semiotic modes through which communication
occurs—will be tailored to meet the goals of the text (purpose) and the expectations of that
audience (context). In order to meet those expectations, a writer often imagines her audience.

While the imagination is not the focus of this paper, the term is closely related to mental imagery
and it will be frequently used in research that is explored in the coming section; as such, I pause
here to briefly consider the relationship between the imagination and images. On the surface, the
imagination and imagery are intertwined in obvious ways. According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, to imagine is “to conceive in the mind as a thing to be performed” or
“to form a mental image of, picture to oneself (something not real or not present to the senses).”
Although some scholars question the image-based conception of the imagination, accusing
proponents of conflating the exercise of the imagination with being imaginative (Ryle, 1949;
Vendler, 1984; White, 1990), the vast majority of researchers agree that images play an integral
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role in imagining (Kind, 1995). Indeed, well-known scholars from Descartes to Thomas Hobbes
to Sigmund Freud to Carl Jung have agreed that mental imagery is a fundamental part of the
imagination. Further, in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, which provides a peerreviewed overview of the field, Amy Kind (n.d) explains that “no mental activity is more
prominently linked with mental imagery than that of imagining.” Thus, when imagination is
referred to in the next segment of the paper, the reader should remember that the imagination is
fueled by imagery. As will be established in the following section, while not all writers imagine
their audience, at some point in their writing process, experienced writers work to build a clear
picture of to whom they will be writing or speaking, and they do this by imagining their
audience--by calling forth mental images.

Composition scholars and teachers tend to agree that writers who carefully consider their
audience often write far more effectively than those who don’t. While this seems almost obvious,
the mental images that writers develop as they imagine their audiences is what I explore in this
section. According to Pfister and Petrick (1980) who speak in “A Heuristic Model for Creating a
Writer's Audience” of novice writers, “The problem for writers comes from the fact that their
audience is often unseen, a phantom” (p. 213). Ong (1975) affirms this notion in his aptly named
essay, “The Writer’s Audience is Always a Fiction,” in which he suggests that a writer “must
construct in his imagination, clearly or vaguely, an audience cast in some role” (p.12). He goes
on to explain that this role can vary from “entertainment seekers” to “reflective sharers of
experience (as those who listen to Conrad’s Marlow)” to “inhabitants of a lost and remembered
world of prepubertal latency (readers of Tolkien’s hobbit stories), and so on” (p. 12). Similarly,
Alecia Magnifico (2010), a learning scientist whose work focuses on writing and digital
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literacies, claims, “audience members are generally seen as abstract” (p. 170). She cites James
Porter, a professor whose research explores rhetorical theory and professional communication,
who explains that the term audience “refers to an abstract construct in the rhetor’s imagination or
in the composed text (as cited in Magnifico, 2010, p. 170). In “Reading Images: Mulitmodality,
Representation and New Media,” Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) make a similar claim about
audiences of digital writing, suggesting that when reading hypertext, “the designer of such
‘pages’/sites…is a provider of material arranged in relation to the assumed characteristics of the
imagined audience.” In sum, scholarship indicates that while a specific picture of one’s audience
can be difficult to conjure, experienced writers do and should imagine their audience as they
write.

Research concerning the role of images in writers’ development of the rhetorical situation
suggests that most experienced writers try to create a mental image of their audience. Flower and
Hayes (1980), in “The Cognition of Discovery: Defining a Rhetorical Problem,” explored how
“novice” and “expert” writers formulate the rhetorical situation and images of their audience. As
such, they used a think-aloud protocol to record writers as they composed and created a
transcript of each session. Comparing “novice writers,” defined as college students who had
sought assistance with general writing issues, to “expert writers,” defined as teachers of writing
and rhetoric who were studying writing through year-long NEH fellowships, Flower and Hayes
provided the following prompt to all participants: “write about your job for the readers of
Seventeen magazine, 13-14 year-old girls” (p. 23). Significantly, their findings suggest that the
expert writers created an image of their audience in their minds, while the novice writers “never
moved beyond the sketchy, conventional representation of audience and assignment,” thinking
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much like young students do who know their only audience is their teacher. Further, Flower and
Hayes suggest that the best writers continued to revise that image of their audience throughout
the writing process. For example, one expert writer originally imagined her audience as
“someone like myself when I read--well, not like myself but adjusted for, well, twenty years later”
(p. 26). In this case, the writer creates a mental image of herself, subtracts twenty years from the
representation, and categorizes the revised image as someone like herself, yet different. Later in
the transcript, however, this same writer radically revised the image of that same audience:
I feel a certain constraint knowing as I do the rather saccharine editorial policy. Perhaps
I’m mistaken, but the last time I had my hair cut or something, I read and they still
seemed to be mostly looking at women as consumers of fashion and as consumers of men
and really not as capable or interested in or likely to be drawn to an occupation like mine
which is rather low paying and unglamorous, and ah, far from chic clothes (p. 26).
In this way, the “expert writer” continues to develop a more detailed image of her audience as
she writes, shifting from a mental image of someone similar to herself to a mental image that is
quite different--one of “consumers of fashion” who are likely to be drawn toward “chic clothes.”

While Flower and Hayes have produced some of the earliest and most persuasive studies of how
writers use imagery to define the rhetorical situation, other scholars have followed in their
footsteps and furthered their findings. Carol Berkenkotter (1981), whose work in genre theory
and discourse analysis is internationally recognized, investigated whether “experienced writers
who have formal training in rhetorical theory think about their audience more actively than
writers who do not” (p. 388). Comparing composition and rhetoric faculty to faculty in other
disciplines, Berkenkotter asked each of ten writers to “describe their career or choice of career to
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an audience of high school seniors” (p. 390). She found that “although each of the subjects
handled the question of audience differently, all formed a rich representation of the audience” (p.
395). For example, an English professor imagined his audience to be a group who would find
his job irrelevant: “What in the hell can I tell them about my career? I mean, how am I supposed
to tell these people who are in the midst of a technological revolution, dioxiden [sic] poisoning,
gas shortages, energy blackouts that somehow my career is rewarding, which I think it is” (p.
391). In much the same way as the expert writer did in the Seventeen Magazine study I explained
above, the English professor (and those who read his words) cannot help but imagine what this
modern technological society filled with gas poisoning and darkness looks like. Indeed, as he
experiences this feeling and articulates it in words, the writer is likely to imagine, to see mental
images of, the audience and scene he describes: high school seniors living during a technological
revolution in a city undergoing an energy blackout, etc.

Hildy Miller, Raashid Nehal, Donald Murray, Kristie Fleckenstein and Alecia Magnifico also
argue that writers use mental imagery to define parts of the rhetorical situation. Miller (1994),
whose quantitative study of the prominence of images in thinking was noted above, also found in
the same thought samples that some students were actually “seeing themselves making a specific
point or speculating on audience reaction” (p.120). In this way, student writers actually
visualized themselves delivering specific content to a particular audience and imagined the way
that the audience might react. Similarly, Nehal (2004) found in his case study of ESL students
that similar to native speakers, they need practice “fictionalizing audience.” Indeed, Nehal
supports Flower and Hayes’ belief that “Writers need to flash out a mental image of the targeted
reader” (p. 12) and that inexperienced writers are “topic bound” (p. 5). Once that mental image
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of the audience is in place, Murray (1978) suggests that writers “become aware of a waiting
audience, potential readers who want or need to know what the writer has to say” (p. 376). In
this way, Murray emphasizes the way that writers imagine a group of people literally waiting for
the finished product. Fleckenstein (1994), in “Mental Imagery, Text Engagement, and
Underprepared Writers,” extends Murray’s findings about the role of images in the rhetorical
situation. Fleckenstein’s study analyzes text flow “by investigating a correlation between the
ability of underprepared writers to evoke vivid mental images and to engage with their evolving
meaning” (p. 126). Her findings suggest that “goals, both in writing and in life, are frequently
envisioned imagistically” (p. 126), and in the context of the development of the rhetorical
situation, goals are realized as one’s purpose in writing, which is one part of the rhetorical
situation. Finally, Magnifico (2010), in “Writing for Whom? Cognition, Motivation, and a
Writer’s Audience,” suggests that writers “imagine the audience’s reactions, interests, and
proclivities” (p. 168). She notes: “Audience members may have many images and many roles to
play in the writer’s writing of a particular text. Audience members for—or readers of—a piece of
writing may be seen as a literal audience that can be known and analyzed for their preferences”
(p. 169-170). Thus, this research suggests that experienced writers, subconsciously and/or
intentionally, generate and revise images of their audience in their minds before and during the
writing process.

While most readers are likely to accept without too much mêlée that writers do imagine their
audience in some way, there are some reasonable objections that are worth considering. I will
briefly explore what I suspect are the three most common counter arguments. First, some might
disagree that writers imagine audience members as real, individual people; rather, they may quite
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reasonably suggest that writers imagine their audience cast in a general role. Indeed, Ong seemed
to agree with this notion, and he explained that “it would be fatuous to think that the writer
addressing a so-called general audience tries to imagine his readers individually” (p. 10).
However, Ong was speaking—or rather writing—about professional writers who were hoping to
put their words into the hands of thousands or more readers, so of course they were not
imagining their audience as comprised of individual people with specific characteristics and
traits. That said, depending on what type of writing one is composing, a writer might very well
be able to imagine some or all of their audience members specifically, as is the case when one
writes a letter to a friend, when a young student writes for her classroom peers and her teacher,
or when a professor writes a speech to deliver to colleagues at a conference. Ultimately, to those
who might argue that writers imagine their audience in a role rather than imagining them as
individuals, I contend that this discrepancy is an issue of scale. The level of detail with which
one imagines their audience members depends on the context and situation (writing a novel
versus a letter to a friend); further, there is a fine line between imagining an audience cast in a
role (such as “teachers”) versus as individual audience members (such as “teachers in one’s own
high school). The level of detail with which one’s mental imagery captures these distinctions
cannot be gauged precisely because the level of detail exists on a continuum with a nearly
infinite number of gradations. That said, nearly all research indicates that effective writers use
mental imagery in their imaginative wanderings about their audience, whether they imagine
audience members as teachers in general or their own familiar high school instructors.

Second, some scholars argue that considering audience before writing begins can actually inhibit
writing, rather than improve it. Based on this theory, imagining specific people in one’s audience
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could make writing even more difficult. The most well known advocate for this line of reasoning
is probably Peter Elbow. In “Closing My Eyes as I Speak: An Argument for Ignoring Audience,”
Elbow (1987) claims that “even though ignoring audience will usually lead to weak writing at
first—to what Linda Flower calls ‘writer-based prose,’ this weak writing can help us in the end
to better writing than we would have written if we’d kept readers in mind from the start” (p. 51).
Further, Elbow points out that Donald Murray also feels the need to banish audience from his
mind as he writes. “My sense of audience is so strong,” Murray said, “that I have to suppress my
conscious awareness of audience to hear what the text demands (as cited in Elbow, 1987, p.50).
Although Elbow is a proponent for ignoring audience as writing begins, like the other scholars
we have considered, he nevertheless believes that consideration of audience is ultimately
important. “It’s not that writers should never think about their audience,” he explained. “It’s a
question of when” (p.51). Although I personally consider my audience before I even begin basic
brainstorming activities, and I keep my audience in mind the entire time I write, I also know that
there are moments when that “felt sense” of an idea causes me to ignore my audience
temporarily. In these instances, I sketch out my ideas in a form that would make little sense to
others and that I would be embarrassed to share, but this is a necessary part of my process
because it yields a draft that I can then begin revising for my audience. Thus, while I agree that
some writers, both novice and experienced, may elect to ignore audience as they begin to write, I
still argue that at some point in the writing process, effective writers do imagine their audience to
one degree or another.

But what happens to writers who cannot call forth mental images? According to Adam Zeman,
Michaela Dewar and Sergio Della Sala (2015), existing data suggests that around 2% of the
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population is afflicted with an impairment that renders them unable to conjure mental images.
This type of visual impairment was first documented by Galton (1880), who conducted a wellknown study that asked participants to describe their breakfast table, and he found a wide
variation in participants’ ability to recall details and that some participants described having no
ability to mentally visualize. More recently, Zeman et al. (2015) coined the term aphantasia to
describe this impairment, which refers “to a condition of reduced or absent voluntary imagery”
(p. 379). Etymologically, and especially relevant to this dissertation, aphantasia stems from
phantasia, which Aristotle used to describe the “faculty/power by which a phantasma [image or
mental representation] is presented to us”32 (p.379).

Contemporary research suggests that aphantasia, while not related to intelligence, can result in
learning problems for students because, as explained in chapter one, memory is significantly
enhanced by mental imagery. If a student cannot conjure mental images, their verbal recall is
likely to be lower compared to those who can (Paivio and Csapo, 1973; Sadoski, Goetz, Olivarez,
Lee, Roberts, 1990). Moreover, since perceptual learning (learning by exposure to a specific
stimulus) can occur whether the exposure to a stimulus is in real life or simply via mental image,
lacking the ability to conjure mental images can also diminish this type of learning (Tartaglia,
Bamert, Mast, Herzog, 2009). Thus, writing instructors who ask students to imagine their
audience (or assume that they can and should)--or more pointedly, those who task students with
descriptive writing that stems from mental imagery--should keep in mind that students’ ability to
conjure images varies. More research into how this impairment affects writing tasks is clearly
needed, but for now, writing teachers should keep this in mind when both teaching and grading

32

Phantasia is discussed at length in chapter 1.
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assignments.

The Role of Mental Imagery in Metaphors Used During Peer Review and Instruction
The spoken word is infused with metaphor. These figures of speech use poetic language to
explain a thing by reference to another thing. In “Why Metaphors are Necessary and Not Just
Nice,” Anthony Ortony (1975), whose scholarship focuses on the relationship between
knowledge representation and the production and comprehension of metaphors, explains that the
metaphor can be characterized as having three important qualities: “inexpressibility,” “vividness,”
and “compactness.” While they can express what seems inexpressible, they can also make
concepts clear and vibrant and condense difficult material into abbreviated yet telling forms.
Describing metaphors through an alternate lens, George Lakoff (1993), a linguist and cognitive
scientist, describes how “metaphor can be understood as a mapping (in the mathematical sense)
from a source domain…to a target domain.” For example, consider the following metaphor:
“Our relationship has hit a dead-end street.” Lakoff explains that the source domain is the
journey and the target domain is the love. In this way, “the metaphor involves understanding one
domain of experience, love, in terms of a very different domain of experience, journeys” (pp.
206-207).

Metaphor is manifested through language, but its origin is actually in thought. Lakoff (1993)
contends that while classical theories of language assumed metaphor was a matter of language,
“the generalizations governing poetic metaphorical expressions are not in language, but in
thought: they are general mappings across conceptual domains” (p. 203). As a result, when we
debate or compose arguments, we use metaphors to articulate our thinking, to explain our
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reasoning and connect it to evidence. Since we use metaphors to formulate and articulate our
reasoning, it is no surprise that metaphors are also an integral component of the feedback
composition teachers and peer reviewers provide about writing.

An analysis of peer review, which is an essential part of any student or professional writer’s
drafting and revision process, reveals that the mental imagery used in metaphor is integral to
effective communication during writing workshops in two ways: how readers articulate revision
suggestions and how writers understand this advice. Lakoff and Johnson (2008) show how
“extended analysis of the word ‘argument’ exposes some of the buried physical metaphors in
common usage” (as cited in Flower and Hayes, 1984, p. 140) that reviewers may use to explain
feedback. Indeed, they explain how even the most basic elements of argument are frequently
described by readers through use of metaphors about architecture and buildings. For example,
arguments are often described by writing teachers (and writers in general) as “shaky,” or in
contrast, having a strong “foundation.” Other times, arguments are metaphorically explained as
containers, like when writing teachers say that an argument “doesn't hold water” or that there is
no “substance” in a paper. In addition, arguments are frequently compared to journeys along a
path; for example, a writing teacher might suggest that an argument is simply “going over old
ground” or that while one “set out” to prove X, one ended up proving Y “down the road” (as
cited in Flower and Hayes, 1984, p. 140). Lad Tobin (1989), in his study of how students use
metaphors to discuss writing, offers an excellent example of a student creating metaphor about
writing as a journey:
I see writing as taking a walk. First, I just walk around and around: freewriting. Then I try
to decide where I want to go. That is my topic. Next I decide how I’m going to get there:
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brainstorming. Finally, I begin to walk in a certain direction to reach my destination; that
is my actual writing. I may get lost a little in the way I decide to change routes (create
other drafts), but in the end I hope I have reached my final destination (the final copy). (p.
488)
In addition to metaphors of writing as a journey, Tobin’s students also described writing in what
Lakoff and Johnson would call “our interaction with our physical environment.” His students
“think of writing in terms of cooking, building or manipulating objects.” They speak of writing
as “throwing a football,” “trying on clothes,” “drawing a picture,” or “an impossible puzzle they
must solve” (p. 448).

Other examples of how peer reviewers use metaphorical imagery to convey ideas about revision
are not limited to images of buildings, containers or paths. Often, geometric forms are used to
convey comments about structure. For example, if a part of the text is unorganized, a reader
might suggest that a writer’s ideas are “zigzagging” in that part of the paper. In fact, Nancy
Sommers (1980), in “Revision Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers,”
suggests, “experienced writers describe their primary objective when revising as finding the form
or shape of their argument.” She notes the use of structural expressions like “finding a
framework,” “a pattern,” or “a design” for an argument (p. 384). In addition, in Sharing and
Responding, Elbow and Belanoff (2000) teach students how to provide valuable feedback to
other student writers. They suggest that students use “metaphorical descriptions” to describe the
writing they read “in terms of clothing (e.g., jeans, tuxedo, lycra running suit), weather (eg.,
foggy, stormy, sunny, humid), animals, colors, shapes” (p. 9). They argue that responding in this
way can be helpful at any point in the writing process because it provides the writer with a new
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lens through which to see their work, and they point out that this type of exercise can be
particularly helpful for inexperienced reviewers who find it difficult to provide quality feedback.

The mental images that function within metaphors also play an integral role in how writers
understand revision suggestions made by teachers during instruction. While effective metaphors
can initiate a productive conversation between teachers and students, metaphors can also inhibit
dialogue. In Lad Tobin’s (1989) study of over 500 metaphors expressed by 120 composition
students, he found that he and his students had very different metaphors for the composing
process and that his own metaphors, which he believed to be tried and true, were actually
unsuccessful in communicating the intended ideas. He writes:
Like most composition teachers, I have always relied on metaphors to get me out of tight
spots. Whenever I sensed that my students were confused by or disagreed with a point I
was making about writing, I would try to win them over with a comparison to sports,
cooking, rock music, travel. My assumption was that these spontaneous metaphors were
successful, and I would have continued to assume this if a student had not called me on it.
I had just finished telling my freshmen composition students that they could write their
first essay on any topic in any rhetorical mode. I had cited Murray, Elbow, and Emig
about the power of writing to learn, writing as a journey of discovery. I had quoted Grace
Paley (“Write what you don’t know about what you know”) and Annie Dillard (turn
“sight into insight”). But before I could finish, a student interrupted: “Could we write a
compare and contrast? (p. 444)
Tobin replied by asking the student if he had a topic in mind, and when the student replied in the
negative, Tobin tried another metaphor in order to explain why he might want to consider his
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purpose before choosing a form:
If you are going on a trip, you don’t say, ‘Here is the suitcase I will take on vacation. No
matter where I am headed—to my best friend’s for an overnight or to Alaska for six
months—I will take this suitcase. Wouldn’t it make more sense to figure out where you
want to go first, how long you’ll be staying, and what you want to accomplish on this trip,
and then choose the suitcase for the trip?’ (p. 445)
The student seemed to consider this, and then he said: “But what if I only have one suitcase?”
(p.445). For Tobin, this question forced him to examine his underlying assumptions about
students’ experience with writing, and he realized that students don’t arrive at college having
mastered composition in multiple genres, so they don’t own multiple suitcases from which to
choose when going on vacation. With that in mind, an additional misguided assumption became
clear for Tobin. While he had assumed that “writing is always voluntary and a purposeful
journey,” the same student made him rethink this belief when he returned to the metaphor during
in-class writing a few weeks later:
Now that I think about it, I don’t really agree with your suitcase metaphor. You are
assuming that I want to go on a trip. But sometimes I would rather stay at home. If I
wasn’t required to take this course, I wouldn’t even be writing a paper in the first place.
Since I do have to write one, I might as well use a form I am comfortable with. (p. 445)
Ultimately, Tobin sums up this experience through reflection: “I learned through this dialogue
not only that Michael and I had very different models of composing, but also (and more
importantly) that metaphor offers students and teachers a significant (but little used) means of
communication” (p. 445). He argues that composition teachers shouldn’t assume that students
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understand the metaphors they use to instruct and that we must encourage students to expand,
criticize and develop our metaphors, and we must ask them to write their own. Providing
additional evidence in support of Tobin’s claims about the power (or potential lack of power) of
metaphors, Gwendolyn Hart (2009), in her study of students and teachers’ metaphors about
composing in alphabetic text, found that when students and teachers composed their own
metaphors for writing, they “gained self-awareness as writers, learned about each others’ views
of writing, and experienced a “cracking open” of possibilities regarding their views of writing.
Similarly, when students and teachers engaged in dialogue about metaphors of writing taken
from the field of Composition and Rhetoric, participants gained many valuable insights: they
“reflected on their current places in the university, shared their past experiences with writing
(especially school writing), saw where their ideas about the metaphors differed, and built
collaborative understandings of the metaphors” (p. 249). Thus, mental images that convey the
meaning of metaphors can play a noteworthy and significant role in how student writers
understand (or don’t understand) revision suggestions made by their peers and teachers.

Focusing specifically on students’ writing workshops and peer review, I want to affirm and
ultimately expand on Tobin’s conclusions. Metaphors can provide a way to accomplish two
important tasks with which students often struggle during writing workshops: how to provide
critical feedback without offense and how to talk about writing without disciplinary jargon with
which they are often unfamiliar. Some students may feel more comfortable providing critical
responses to their peers’ texts if they do so through metaphors that lack judgmental and
prescriptive language that can cause offense, and metaphor can provide a language for
inexperienced writers and workshoppers to talk about writing without the complex rhetoric that
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often accompanies the teacher’s model for such discussions. I would add, however, that by
asking students to use metaphor in more overt ways in the classroom and talking with students
about how this pedagogical practice relies on mental images, composition instructors can expose
students to the role of imagery in their reasoning and writing and thereby help them see
instruction in multimodal writing with images as an extension of previous discussions and
coursework.

Outline as Image: Physical Imagery as Part of the Planning Process
Just as the thinking that occurs throughout the writing process is clearly multimodal because it
relies on two modes—the linguistic (words) and the visual (imagery)—a close look at writers’
planning and drafting/revising processes, as denoted by outlines and revision strategies, reveals
how writers frequently use physical imagery in the planning stages of writing, and how an
outline, which is one form of planning, is actually an image. By physical imagery, I mean that
the images are constructed and located in the real and tangible, as opposed to the mental world.
Here, I argue two points. First, I contend that an outline, which is an integral part of the planning
process for many writers, contains a multitude of images that convey meaning; and second, I
suggest that the finished outline is itself an image with significant rhetorical value that is often
overlooked. This latter claim will be defended by testing the characteristics of outlines against
the definitions of imagery provided at the beginning of this paper, as well as additional theory.

Traditional outlines rely on alphabetic text to compose words that communicate meaning, and we
have already established in chapter one that alphabetic characters are a form of image; however,
outlines also use non-alphabetic characters that are images that convey important culturally
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constructed ideas. Contemporary writers often compose in word processing software, and this
software generally allows a writer who is outlining ideas to choose the style of bullet from an
array of familiar images, including shapes and symbols. In Microsoft Word,33 for example, if the
writer clicks on the bullets in the browser and chooses to “define a bullet,” a bullet library
appears which contains approximately 200 symbols in each of 163 fonts. Thus, there are more
than 32,000 images that the writer can use as bullets. Although most of the fonts make only
slight variations on the images, each iteration is nevertheless unique and conveys a slightly
different meaning. As Kenner and Kress (2003) explain, “different scripts can be seen as
different modes, giving rise to a variety of potentials for meaning making” (p. 179). In addition,
when one chooses to “define a bullet,” Microsoft Word offers a “picture” as one option from
which the writer can choose. Here, the writer can adopt a “pebble” or “stained glass ball,” for
example, to use as a bullet. While some bullets in the bullet library are ascribed with aggressive
connotations--like a bomb or a skull-with-crossbones (MN)—others convey religious or cultural
meanings—such as a cross or yin yang sign (U[). Further, Word offers the writer the option to
use clipart as bullets or to upload an image of the writer’s choosing. The writer could choose to
adopt a miniature picture of her dog or a flower, if she wished. Thus, bullets can appear in a truly
infinite number of forms, and each can be understood as an image that can conveys culturally
constructed meanings.

In addition, many other non-alphabetic characters that are often used in outlines (and other types
of writing) also function as images to convey meaning in a text. Consider the form of common
punctuation marks (see Table 1). Some examples include the parenthesis, an image that when
used in a pair denotes related information that is literally bracketed to the essay, but when one
33

I am analyzing Microsoft Word version 14.3; options and numbers may vary from version to version.
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parenthesis is placed alone on the page, it is a meaningless image without a clear culturally
constructed connotation; the asterisk, an image which represents a star and is used to indicate an
aside; and the slash, an image that appears as a slanted line and can be used to separate similar or
contrasting ideas. Further, the ampersand is an image that communicates the conjunction of two
ideas—a code for the original alphabetic code that appears as “and,”—while the dollar sign,
which is really just a capital S with a line through it, which in turn is really just the intersection
of a swirly and straight line, communicates that the number following it is a monetary figure.
Providing a theoretical explanation for how punctuation marks can be viewed as images, Martin
Solomon (1995), a designer and typographer, claims: “With punctuation marks designers can
create illustrations without pictures.” He offers the following explanation for this argument:
A single line of copy set in a light typeface contrasted with a bold, larger period creates a
more dramatic stop than a period of conventional size and weight. Exaggerated quotation
marks flanking a message offer another example of illustrative punctuation. The contrast
in size and weight indicates to the reader, primarily through design rather than
grammatical intent, that an important message is being presented. (p. 29)
In sum, rather than seeing text and punctuation as simply part of writing, the typographer
perceives them as part of an illustration that conveys meaning through both the linguistic and
visual modes. In this way, punctuation marks are rhetorical because they are symbols that
convey semiotic meaning.
Table 1: Punctuation as Visual Imagery
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While relying on the linguistic and visual, punctuation also permeates the world of sound by
directing it, much like a conductor of an orchestra directs each instrument’s section. Solomon
(1995) explains that punctuation marks are “the meter that determines the measure within the
silent voice of typography…Punctuation directs tempo, pitch, volume, and the separation of
words. Periods signal full stops. Commas slow the reader down. Question marks change pitch”
(p. 28). While an exclamation point may direct the reader to enunciate and raise the volume of
their voice, a dash tells the reader to pause for a longer time than a mere comma can infer.

The way I teach punctuation in my composition classes provides an unintentional yet apt
example of how punctuation is multimodal, using the linguistic and the visual but also directing
the aural--sound. Looking at a short essay, such as Langston Hughes’ (1940/2000) “Salvation,” I
have students read aloud. Reading this essay that is filled to the brim with evocative punctuation,
I try to help students discover a text that would be quite different in voice and tone were the
punctuation absent or different. The students read, starting and stopping, sometimes observing
the intended pauses, sometimes not. We usually linger and fully explore the following two
passages:
My aunt told me that when you were saved you saw a light, and something happened to
you inside! And Jesus came into your life! And God was with you from then on! She said
you could see and hear and feel Jesus in your soul. I believed her.
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Then I was left all alone on the mourners' bench. My aunt came and knelt at my knees
and cried, while prayers and song swirled all around me in the little church. The whole
congregation prayed for me alone, in a mighty wail of moans and voices. And I kept
waiting serenely for Jesus, waiting, waiting—but he didn't come. I wanted to see him, but
nothing happened to me. Nothing! I wanted something to happen to me, but nothing
happened.

In the first passage, the reader observes the powerful role of three consecutive exclamation
points, how they convey the voice of a child, but also the exhilaration and enthusiasm with which
such a child might speak. In the second, the reader discerns the commanding purpose of the dash,
how the writer could have used a third comma, but he used the dash to force the reader to wait
alongside the child—that dash conveying a more prolonged pause than a comma ever could. In
both statements, just as Solomon suggested above, the punctuation clearly directs the aural
tempo.

Punctuation marks (in an outline or any other text) can be compared to symbols in music,
another imagistic representation that conveys meaning, because they have similar functions. Just
as a conductor interprets the notes within a piece of music, blending the intensities and durations
of particular notations with their own style, a designer or writer who truly understands
punctuation can take liberties with it, exploiting their standard usage and experimenting with
their clout when juxtaposed against words. Solomon (1995) explains just how punctuation marks
can convey tone:
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Punctuation marks have tonal value just as letter forms do; they also have mass and
energy, which may vary according to their structure. The various marks can be classified
as major?![], intermediate:“”()/, and minor –’* in correspondence with their mass. Fullbodied punctuation marks, such as question marks and exclamation points, contain the
definite characteristics of the type style. Intermediate and minor punctuation marks,
although in keeping with their type style, correspond more closely with the typeface
weight. (p. 28)
Thus, punctuation marks, whether used in prose or an outline, are linguistic signs that can be
read just like letters of the alphabet, and they are visual representations of features of sound—or
the absence of it.

Not only do traditional outlines use images such as non-alphabetic characters to convey meaning,
the finished outline, itself, can be understood as an image. On a basic (and somewhat superficial)
level, when an outline is printed and scanned into a computer, it frequently emerges as a JPG or
other file type for images. This logic, however, is at least partially rooted in rhetoric, and the
argument here extends far deeper than semantics.

According to the three definitions of imagery explored earlier in this chapter, a traditional outline,
when viewed as a single document, is clearly an image with rhetorical value. Since an outline
can help a writer see or re-see the organization of a draft, the outline serves as a visual
representation of that piece of existing (or planned) writing. In the case that the outline serves to
organize a text that exists within some phase of thought or mental planning and is not yet written,
the outline represents the mental image of the organization of the paper. Elkins’ conception of

98

imagery further illuminates the thing that the outline represents, framing the outline as schemata,
which he denotes as one type of imagery. The OED affirms this conceptualization of outlines,
offering the following as part of their extensive definition of “schemata”: a “diagrammatic
representation…a hypothetical outline or plan; a theoretical construction; a draft, design.”
Finally, according to Elkins, scientific images like graphs, charts, and official documents are
types of images. As such, an outline, which is clearly a chart that organizes one’s ideas, is
certainly a type of image. Thus, testing outlines against these definitions of images reveals full
support for this claim that outlines can be understood as imagery.

Testing against more complex disciplinary theory of imagery yields the same outcome, however.
Traditional outlines share characteristics of mimetic and non-mimetic images, such as the way
space can convey meaning. According to Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), an image is a
composition that has representational and interactive meanings that can be understood through
three interrelated systems: information value, salience and framing. Here, I am concerned only
with framing,34 which Kress and van Leeuwen characterize in this way: “The presence or
absence of framing devices (realized by elements which create dividing lines, or by actual frame
lines) disconnects or connects elements of the image, signifying that they belong or do not
belong together in some sense” (p. 177). In Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of
Contemporary Communication, Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) explain framing as “the way
elements of a visual composition may be disconnected, marked off from each other, for instance
34

The focus of this section is on how arrangements of space on a page can convey meaning, and framing, which
focuses on the way elements are connected on a page, provides a lens through which we can examine the use of
space. Since information value focuses on understanding the meaning of the placement of elements on a page, and
salience is concerned with to what degree elements of an image attract a viewer’s attention, neither is particularly
relevant to my focus in this section. Thus, information value and salience are not included in this anaylsis. For more
info about these three interrelated systems, see Kress and van Leeuwen (2006), Reading Images: The Grammar of
Visual Design.
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by framelines, pictorial framing devices…empty space between elements, discontinuities of
color, and so on.” (p. 2). My concern here is with two of the characteristics that Kress and van
Leeuwin denote, the “elements which create dividing lines” and the “empty space between
elements,” as these characteristics of the image are used to create meaning35.

When we outline, we create space on the page--“empty space between elements” and “dividing
lines”—in ways that denote meaning. “Empty space between elements” is often achieved
through what writers refer to as “white space”—the extra space between chunks of text that
indicates the introduction of a new topic or an important shift in focus. For example, in an
outline, bullets are frequently used to denote hierarchical concepts, with main ideas placed at the
top and sub-points denoted by indentation, made through white space, below. In fact, the
creation of white space achieved through the indentation of bullets is what conveys the
subordination of ideas. Without the indentation denoted through white space on the page, bullets
would be perpendicular and thereby express ideas that are equivalent in strength. Further,
“dividing lines” are created by the justification of the left hand margin under each bullet. Each
set of justified text creates the illusion of a clear line between ideas. In his essay, “Multimodality,”
Kress (2000) offers additional context for how to read the use of space in a document such as an
outline. He explains: “With respect to the task of forming internally coherent and meaningful
texts, we are here pointing to a use of the visual space (the page, a part of the ground, a wall, a
rockface, a plaque, etc.) such that regular meanings attach to parts of that space” (p. 200). While
the writer fills the visual space with “semiotic materials” such as alphabetic text and bullets that

35

In Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of Contemporary Communication, published five years after
Reading Images: The Grammar of Visual Design, Kress and van Leeuwen note that while they once indicated that
the features of design noted above could cause the elements to be “disconnected,” they now believe that “all
semiotic principles operate in and across modes” and thus “connected” would be the more apt term (p. 2).
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are “determined by the interest of the maker of the image (or page),” the only components of the
overall image that are “stable” and do not vary—at least not in Western cultures--are the
meanings we ascribe to space and lines (p. 200).

Joddy Murray (2009), author of Non-discursive Rhetoric: Image and Affect in Multimodal
Composition, would agree with Kress and van Leeuwen’s theory, and his rhetorical analysis of
documents provides another example of how a text, such as an outline, can be understood as an
image that conveys rhetorical meaning. Writing about the visual design of documents, such as a
traditional college essay, Murray argues that features of these texts--such as “the use of headings
and segmented text” and “the use [of] levels with hierarchies, putting the most relevant
information first”—are not just “efforts to chunk information or make massive piles of data
easier to use; they are also rhetorical in that they indicate visually something for their audiences
as well as about the writers who composed them” (p. 66). Using Charles Kostelnick’s four levels
of visual design36 for making a document, Murray argues that “this kind of attention concerning
the visual design of documents indicates how images (here taken to mean the image of the design
itself) allow for a kind of asynchronous meaning that is must faster and almost instantaneously
understood by readers. Indeed, as readers of these texts, we have internalized the meaning of
their visual elements and interpret them subconsciously with ease when viewing a document. In
sum, we know what an academic text looks like. In large part, this is a result of the way writing
handbooks have long-taught the essentials of form/formatting. As Anne Wysocki (2001) points

36

Kostelnick’s four levels of visual design: “(1) the intratextual images refers to the typeface; (2) the inter-textual
image highlights the relationship among different elements, such as heading and subtitles; (3) the extra-textual items
include photos, graphs, charts, lines, etc; (4) and the super-textual, which includes those items which make a
cohesive whole navigable through features such as tables of contents, indices, and appendices” (as cited in Murray,
2009, p. 67).
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out in “Impossibly Distinct: Form/Content and Word/Image in Two Pieces of Computer-based
Interactive Multimedia,” writing handbooks often “assume content is separate from form, writing
from the visual, information from design, word from image” (p. 138). These textbooks shape our
expectations for professional texts, telling us that a college essay must have one-inch margins
and use a 12-point Times New Roman font. However, according to Murray, these nondiscursive elements of texts, such as the size of the margins or font, are essential to readers’
understanding because “they allow both a conceptual and organizational picture to be formed
regarding the relationships of ideas in the text” (p. 67). Thus, the non-discursive features of a
document, such as an outline, are integral to the way the document is understood discursively.

Imagistic Coding: Physical Imagery in Drafting/Revision
Not only do physical images play an important role in outlines, they also function as codes used
throughout revision. According to Flower and Hayes (1984), a writer’s notes can explain the
“imagistic coding” that is often done during revision, particularly when that revision is done in
print (rather than in front of the screen). Their findings show that the “graphic exuberance of
some writers’ notes and rough drafts suggest that writers often work with abstract representations
of substructure and with intuitions of unspecified connections (much like an unnamed link in a
memory network)” (p. 135). For example, Flower and Hayes show how images such as
“sketches” or “symbols” and even “spatial relations” can be a “flexible and abstract code” for
revisions in a text (p. 135). It is important to note, however, that this code relies on a highly
internalized use of symbols, so just like when people read alphabetic text or interpret hierarchies
within outlines without consciously trying, most writers don’t even recognize the act of
translating these imagistic codes into meaningful ideas. For instance, Flower and Hayes suggest

102

that this type of imagistic coding may include “importance cues” such as “a phrase circled and
connected by an arrow to another paragraph” or “a star beside a point” to which the writer wants
to draw attention (p. 135). It is easy to imagine how writers use other images as cues in similar
ways throughout revision, such as circles around misspelled words or word clouds to indicate
textual additions that will be inserted into the larger body of writing. In a draft of this paper, for
instance, I placed a large X over a paragraph that I planned to delete and braces {curly
parentheses} around a portion of a paragraph that I connected via an arrow I drew to a location
further down the page. Although Flower and Hayes, writing in the late 20th century, rightly
believed that writers’ print notes could reveal the imagistic coding done during revision more
effectively than when writers employed similar coding on the screen, today basic word
processing software and PDF viewers allow users to annotate and mark-up texts in comparable
ways. For example, I read “Images, Plans and Prose” as a PDF, and using Preview, the free PDF
reader that comes with a Mac, I was able to construct many kinds of annotations and images,
such as underlining text, placing circles around passages, drawing arrows from one place on a
page to another, and typing alphabetic text in the margins.

A simple Google search for “revision symbols” reveals the array of imagistic signs that some
teachers use for revision feedback in student papers. Looking at just the first page of results, I
identified the following common, non-mimetic symbols that writing teachers have provided
students in order to translate their feedback (see Table 2).
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Table 2: Imagistic codes used for revision
Symbol

Meaning

∧

Insert word or phrase where carrot is placed

#

Add space
Move the word/phrase to where the arrow points

¶

Insert Paragraph

¶?

Paragraph organization is unclear. Restructure ideas

?

Sentence or idea is not clear
These words here
Here is a thought…
Delete these words or letters
Extra space. Delete.

//
=

Elements are not parallel
Three lines under a letter means to capitalize it

√

Good job or point noted

<---->

Transition is needed

↑

Insert comma

⇓

Insert apostrophe

The fact that one must decipher many of these codes lends further credence to their imagistic
qualities.

These symbols are in addition to a far larger bank of alphabetic codes that teachers use to convey
their comments about students’ writing. These codes range from abbreviations such as “awk (to
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mean “awkward”) and “syn” (to mean “syntax”) to far more ambiguous configurations such as
“WF” (to mean “wrong word form”) or “TS” (to mean “tense shift”). It is easy to see how
students (and event teachers) might struggle to accurately interpret some of these codes.

Recognizing that teachers are asking students to learn an often-imagistic code in order to
translate feedback, and anticipating the difficulty that students may experience when deciphering
these codes, the teachers who crafted many of these revision documents recommend that students
talk with them if they struggle to interpret the meaning behind a symbol. Although some students
may be confused by the disciplinary jargon (what does she mean when she says my writing is
“awkward”?), others may be unable to decipher the meaning of the images: the two brackets
(meaning these words here) or the backwards P followed by a question mark (meaning paragraph
organization is unclear). This confusion suggests that even those who communicate through
these symbols recognize the difficultly in deciphering their imagistic qualities. Nevertheless,
these imagistic codes that are communicated through abstract symbols and alphabetic text
constitute an important part of the drafting/revision process.

Conclusion
In this introduction to this chapter, I argued that “understanding how the alphabetic writing
process continues to be multimodal is likely to decrease anxiety about teaching multimodal
writing and can lead to more effective instruction. Having read this chapter that explains how
mental and physical imagery play important roles in the thinking and drafting/revision that is
essential to the writing process, composition instructors who feel unequipped to teach
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multimodal writing may have a “felt-sense” of how this knowledge can help them. However, I
want to answer the question more explicitly: exactly how can this recognition that the process of
composing alphabetic text is multimodal foster confidence in our own abilities and improve our
teaching of multimodal writing?

To begin to answer this question, I briefly share the story of my own experience learning to teach
multimodal writing. Like many other instructors with whom I’ve spoken at conferences, I was
offered little training. Few professional development opportunities were provided and none of
the important texts were offered or recommended for reading. Thus, I was afforded no theoretical
or practical foundation for teaching. During one two-hour professional development session, I
was given a definition of multimodal composition and some examples of types of projects I
might incorporate into my classes, and then I was told to begin teaching multimodal writing.
Several months later, faculty volunteered to share their students’ final products and lead
discussions about some of the challenges of teaching multimodal writing, but it was like the
blind leading the blind. According to Anderson et al. (2006), authors of “Integrating
Multimodality into Composition Curricula: Survey Methodology and Results from a CCCC
Research Grant,”
this experience is common for composition teachers. In the conclusion to their article, the authors
note that “few survey respondents who wanted to learn about digital media and multimodal
composition had enjoyed the support of comprehensive, cohesive, or effective professional
development opportunities offered by their departments or universities. As a result, many of
these teachers relied on colleagues and self-teaching” (p.79). More specifically, the authors
explain that 100% of survey respondents indicated that they learned to use the technologies they
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needed through self-teaching, and 97% “reported being largely on their own as they planned,
implemented, and assessed multimodal learning experiences for students” (p. 74). Thus, much
like my own experience, faculty learned the technology on their own, and most planned,
implemented and assessed lessons without guidance from someone more theoretically informed
or experienced. Although more current data that accurately indicates the amount of training that
prospective college professors receive is not available,37 my own experience suggests that the
situation has probably not improved all that much.

Returning to my story, when I was first asked to teach multimodal writing, I probably knew more
about the subject and felt more confident than most of my approximately sixty colleagues. I
knew how to use some basic design software and had created websites in the past, whereas most
of my colleagues had never had the opportunity to do either. That said, although I had read some
of the literature about multimodal writing, if I had been asked what I knew about the history of
the subfield, I would have had very little knowledge to draw on in response. Likewise, if I had
been asked when multimodal composition began, I would have intuited the late 1990’s, and that
assumption would have stemmed from my own (mis)association of the field with the digital.

In some ways, my hypothetical response would have been correct. The subfield of multimodal
composition did begin in the late twentieth century. The New England Group, largely
acknowledged to be the forefathers of the subfield, met in September 1994 to discuss the “future
of literacy teaching” (p.3), and as Lauer (2009) explains, “the term made its way into the field of
composition through the work of the New London Group (2000) and the influence of Kress
37

Fahser Herro and Steinkuhler (2009) lament the “nonexistent corpus of research detailing teacher preparation
programs or current practices with digital literacies” (p. 57).
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(2003, 2005)” (as cited in Lauer, p.227).38 However, in many ways, my hypothetical answer
would have been wrong. While the scholarly study of multimodal composition may not have
begun until 2000, as I later learned and claim in chapter one, the ancient Greeks and Romans
founded a multimodal pedagogy that yielded students who likely continued to use that process to
compose texts and speeches. Moreover, as evidenced through chapter two, contemporary writers
of alphabetic text continue to rely on multiple modes of expression, such as physical and mental
imagery, to produce alphabetic texts, and this means that multimodality is part of our writing
process.

For those readers who are new to teaching multimodal writing, my hope is that this chapter will
decrease anxiety and improve the teaching of multimodal writing in two ways. First, recognizing
that rhetoric and writing instructors have been using multimodal pedagogies to teach multimodal
writing processes for over two thousand years builds the type of confidence that can only be
gained through time and experience. There is no way to gain this experience other than to jump
in and begin teaching multimodal texts, but recognizing that multimodal writing is not new and
that we have this long foundation behind us can provide the confidence to get started. Although
I knew a moderate bit about ancient Greek and Roman rhetoric and writing instruction prior to
ever learning about contemporary multimodal theory and practice, re-reading this history through
the contemporary lens of multimodal composition transformed my understanding of the
historical origins of composition and multimodal writing, which led me to perceive the subfield
of multimodal composition through new eyes. I suspect and hope it will have a similar effect on
other readers who are considering it now for the first time.
38

Although I agree that the term was not popularized in composition studies until at least 2000, I have found that
multimodal was used in composition scholarship much earlier. For example, as noted previously in this chapter,
Flower and Hayes (1984) used the term in “Images, Plans, and Prose: The Representation of Meaning in Writing.”
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Not only does this knowledge foster confidence, it can also lead to better instruction. We must
help students understand what we have learned: the myriad ways that they have always designed
multimodal compositions while writing what they likely have perceived as solely alphabetic texts.
When we help students to understand that they, like us, have a foundation in multimodal writing-that they, like us, know more than they think—their confidence grows just as ours does.
Moreover, helping students recognize that their writing has always been multimodal may help
students appreciate why they are being asked to do this type of work in their composition classes.
It may help avoid comments like two I received in my course evaluations last year that suggested
that 1) students should not be asked to create videos in a writing class, and 2) credit for an art
class should be given for taking this course. Although the vast majority of students wrote
positive feedback, these two comments emerge in one form or another each semester. They
represent an understanding of writing that pleads to be reconsidered.

Recognizing the larger history of multimodal writing has increased my confidence and improved
my teaching; nevertheless, I fully admit that my own anxiety about teaching multimodal
composition continues to exceed that which I feel about instructing students in alphabetic text.
However, understanding the historical origins of multimodal writing provided an important
foundation, and I know the additional assurance that I desire can only come through experience
and through learning more about how students compose multimodal texts, which is the subject of
chapter three.
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Chapter 3
The Process Movement Meets the 21st Century:
Context and Methodology for a Study of Students’ Multimodal Processes
Introduction
Prior to chapter three, I have argued in this dissertation that the subfield of multimodal
composition has a far longer history than is often acknowledged by our own teachers and
scholars and that because our alphabetic composing processes are multimodal, we may know far
more than we think about how to teach this subject. In chapter one, I argued that while many do
not challenge the belief that multimodal writing emerged with the rise of personal computing
during the last 30-50 years, a closer look at the history of rhetoric and writing instruction—
specifically Greek and Roman education from the fifth century B.C.E. through the first century
C.E.—reveals that the earliest teachers utilized multiple communication modalities as a
fundamental part of the rhetorical process they taught their students; indeed, they developed and
implemented a multimodal pedagogy which they used to teach students multimodal composing
processes. Furthering my claim that multimodal composition has a far longer history than is
often acknowledged, in chapter two, I provide a synthesis of research from multiple fields that
illustrates how mental and physical images have always played integral roles in the thinking and
drafting/revision that is essential to the writing process. Thus, as readers enter the third chapter
of this dissertation, they have considered two evidence-driven arguments showing how teachers’
pedagogies and students’ writing processes were and are multimodal. One overarching goal of
these arguments is to show that composition teachers are prepared to teach multimodal writing—
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to illuminate how our expertise, derived from a long history of teaching rhetorical processes
grounded in multimodality, positions us to effectively teach students to read and compose
multimodal texts. I strongly believe that writing teachers know more than we may often think
about how to teach multimodal writing. Indeed, as explained in the prior chapters, it is the
inadvertent use of misleading language that has led to misunderstandings about the duration of
multimodal composition’s history, and this has contributed to some writing instructors feeling
unprepared to teach the subject.

In chapter 3, I introduce my case study of students’ multimodal processes. Although the process
movement, which I explain shortly, is probably the most well known movement in the field of
composition, and multimodal writing has been endorsed and encouraged by the National Council
of Teachers of English (NCTE) and numerous teacher/scholars, there is very little research that
connects the work of the process movement and multimodal composition. As such, little
scholarship exists about students’ processes for composing multimodal texts. In order to
understand why teacher/scholars should be studying students’ processes for composing
multimodal writing, one must first know a bit about the process movement in composition,
which provides a context for the current study.

A Brief History of the Process Movement
The process movement arose in the late 1960’s in response to product-centered pedagogy in
composition courses that often focused on grammar, punctuation and spelling, and for the first
time, teacher/scholars began the complex work of learning how students compose alphabetic text.
The thinking was that if teachers could understand more about how students write, they could
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improve their pedagogies and provide more effective instruction. As Paul Kei Matsuda (2003) so
aptly explains, proponents of the process movement might summarize the paradigm shift as
such:39
In the bad old days of current-traditional rhetoric, the story goes, students learned modes
of discourse and applied them to write their five-paragraph themes on topics assigned by
the teacher, which were then graded without the opportunity to receive feedback or to
revise. Then, along came the advocates of process pedagogy who emphasized the
importance of teaching writing not as product but as process: of helping students discover
their own voice; of recognizing that students have something important to say; of
allowing students to choose their own topic; of providing teacher and peer feedback; of
encouraging revision; and of using student writing as the primary text of the course. At
about the same time, research on the act of composing began to appear, providing
empirical support for the teaching of writing as a process. The rise of process, the story
continues, led the field toward a paradigm shift, revolutionizing the teaching of
composition and providing a renewed sense of respectability for the profession. (p. 67)
Other scholars describe this paradigm shift in similarly dramatic terms, suggesting a distinct
division between those who advocated the new process ideas and those who supported traditional
pedagogy. For example, Lad Tobin (2001) describes the debate in the following way:
In the late 1970s and early 1980s, you were either one of the process-oriented teachers
arguing for student choice of topics and forms; the necessity of authentic voice; writing
as a messy, organic, recursive form of discovery, growth, and personal expression; or you
39

Although Matsuda (2003) acknowledges this synopsis, she also offers a more nuanced and detailed explanation in
“Process and Post-Process: A Discursive History.”
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were a teacher who believed that we needed to resist process’ attack on rules,
conventions, standards, quality and rigor. (p. 4)
The following brief history will highlight the contributions of some of the key scholars in this
movement which focused on writing as a process, rather than simply a product to grade and
return to students who may (or may not) consider the feedback that may (or may not) have been
provided. However, the purpose of this brief history, which cannot possibly include all the
notable scholars who contributed to this movement, is to situate the current state of research (or
lack of research) into how college students compose multimodal texts in the context of a larger
history of process studies.

Most composition scholars locate the origins of the process movement in the late 1960’s and
credit Janet Emig’s (1971), The Composing Process of 12th Graders, with being, as Gerald
Nelms (1994) notes, one of the first notable “attempts to describe the actual writing processes of
adolescents” (p. 108). In this seminal book, Emig explains the results of her case study of eight
twelfth-grade students who provided autobiographies of their writing experiences and composed
aloud during interviews so that their processes could be observed and analyzed. Among other
important points, she argues that the data indicated that changes should be made in the way
writing was taught, since textbook instruction about how to write often did not match writers’
composing experiences. This was not the first time that Emig had asserted such a bold statement;
rather, in “The Uses of the Unconscious in Composing,” Emig (1964) contends that writing
should be “untidy, of the convoluted, of the not-wholly-known, of a more intricate self and
process” (p.7), and she calls on teachers to “encourage students to examine their own process”
(p.11) and writing textbooks to be more accurate in their descriptions of how writers compose.
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Peter Elbow, Donald Murray and Nancy Sommers, as well as many other teacher/scholars,
heeded and expanded Emig’s call for change. In Writing Without Teachers, Elbow (1973)
advocates a non-stop, uncensored form of freewriting and explains how since schooling made
students “obsessed with the ‘mistakes’” they made in writing (p. 5), they should practice nonstop freewriting, which “undoes the ingrained habit of editing at the same time you are trying to
produce” (p. 6). Through peer-editing sessions (commonly known as workshops) in which
students provide one another with feedback, Elbow argues that writers can move from freewriting into more polished forms of academic and expressivist work. In fact, in their textbook,
Sharing and Responding, Elbow and Belanoff (2000) offer students a detailed method for
providing effective feedback during workshops.

In addition to his focus on freewriting and workshops, Elbow also encouraged teachers to help
students develop their own narrative voices in their writing by assigning personal essays. In “Can
Personal Expressive Writing Do the Work of Academic Writing?” Elbow (2000) responds to
critics of the personal essay by dispelling the myth that there are large differences between
academic and personal writing. In fact, he shows that the “four important features in current
academic discourse that seem to distinguish it from personal expressive writing”--a larger view,
clear thinking, logical organization and judicious tone--are actually not at odds with the personal
essay at all (p. 315). Furthering his support of the personal essay as a means for students to
develop narrative voice, in “A Method for Teaching Writers,” Elbow (1968) explains the value
of teaching voice in the following way:
A student who has it may make spelling and syntactical errors, he may organize his
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papers badly and reason badly; and his sentences may contradict all the structural canons
of what is currently called good prose. But there is a real sense in which he already has
the main characteristic of good prose: his words hang together into felt syntactical units
whose meanings jump immediately and automatically into the reader's head. And from
what he has, the other excellences can grow more naturally, organically, and usually
more quickly than in the case of the student whose words on paper are totally lacking in
life. (p. 120)

Similarly, in Murray’s (1972/2009) landmark essay, “Teach Writing as a Process Not Product,”
he argues that writing can be developed into three stages—pre-writing, writing, and rewriting (pp.
2-3) and that composition programs should teach “the process of discovery through language” (p.
2). He goes on to explain that “instead of teaching finished writing, we should teach unfinished
writing, and glory in its unfinishedness” (p. 2). Like Elbow, Murray’s research also focuses on
the value of peer workshops as part of the revision process. In The Craft of Revision, a textbook
that is still in use today, Murray (1991/2012) provides a method of reader response for
workshops. In sum, he explains that “the basic transaction” involves five steps: the writer
explaining the type of reading they need or main concern(s); the readers reading the draft while
keeping the writer’s directions in mind; the readers telling the writer what they believe does and
does not work in the draft; the writer not reacting defensively but rather asking follow-up
questions to clarify understanding; and the readers making other suggestions to help the writer
reach their goal (pp. 40-41). Noting that workshops can be conducted in small groups or with the
whole class, Murray offers teachers and students a guide to the often-stressful process of peer
review. Similar to Elbow’s point of view, another part of the composing process on which
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Murray provided valuable insight is the creation of a narrative voice. He explains that “the heard
quality of writing” is called voice, “and it may be the most important element in writing”
because “voice, like background music in a movie, is tuned to the writing, supports and extends
what the writing says” (p. 52). Murray (2002) expands on this idea in “The Maker’s Eye:
Revising Your Own Manuscripts”:
Writers have to listen to their own voices. Voice is the force which drives a piece of
writing forward. It is an expression of the writer’s authority and concern. It is what is
between the words on the page, what glues the piece of writing together. A good piece of
writing is always marked by a consistent, individual voice. (p. 59)
Thus, like Elbow, Murray’s research focused on, among other aspects of the composing process,
the value of pre-writing (similar to freewriting), the significance of workshops and the
importance of helping students develop a voice.

Nancy Sommers and Laura Saltz also studied students’ processes for composing, and in “The
Novice as Expert: Writing the Freshman Year,” they (2004) explain how they followed more
than 400 students (25% of the Harvard class of 2001) throughout their college careers to learn
about their perceptions of writing and to look for patterns in their composing. Among many other
detailed findings, Sommers and Saltz explain two primary conclusions: students whose writing
improves the most during college are those who accept when they begin their freshman year that
they are novice writers and those who see writing as more than just an assignment that their
teacher will read. Of course, these are likely the students who learn the value of revision. Before
conducting this complex study, Sommers had studied students’ composing process for over two
decades and introduced a great deal of research about the ways that students revise (or don’t
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revise) their compositions. In “Revision Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult
Writers,” Sommers (1980) explains how the “current models of the writing process” during that
time had “directed attention away from revision” and how these models, which were linear,
“separate[d] the writing process into discrete stages” (p. 378). Pointing out two texts that
supported these linear writing processes--Gordon Rohman and Albert O. Wlecke’s (1964) “Prewriting: The Construction and Application of Models for Concept Formation in Writing” and
James Britton, Anthony Burgess, Nancy Martin, Alex McLeod, and Harold Rosen’s (1975) The
Development of Writing Abilities (11-18)—Sommers ultimately advocates writing as a means to
discover, “a repeated process of beginning over and over again” (p. 387).

Other scholars such as Mina Shaughnessy and David Bartholomae helped diversify the process
movement by considering less accomplished student writers. Shaughnessy’s (1977), Errors and
Expectations: A Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing, grew out of her experience teaching in
the late 1960’s when colleges began open-door policies and the number of underprepared
students increased substantially. Because so many of these students exhibited serious errors in
their writing and because “there were no studies nor guides, nor even suitable textbooks” to
explain how to help these students (p.3), Shaughnessy decided to create a guide for teachers of
basic writing. After analyzing 4000 essays written by freshmen at City College in order to
identify trends in the types of errors these students make as they compose, she was able to
document a number of fundamental errors and provide suggestions for how teachers might help
students improve in these areas. Similarly, Bartholomae (1980), in “The Study of Error,”
advocates that we see basic writing as “a variety of writing, not writing with fewer parts of more
rudimentary areas” (p. 254) and that we value error analysis as a valid mode for learning about
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basic writers. Ultimately, he makes three important points: first, he argues that errors in writing
are not necessarily a result of carelessness, suggesting that “errors…are stylistic features,
information about this writer and this language…not necessarily ‘noise’ in the system, accidents
of composing, or malfunctions in the language process” (p. 257); second, he provides two
methods for gathering data about how a text was composed; and finally, he advocates that having
basic writers read their work aloud may help them to identify and correct more errors while
proofreading.

Just as Shaughnessy and Bartholomae diversified the process movement by considering a
process to help basic writers, other scholars, such as Linda Flower and John Hayes, Sandra Perl,
and Carol Berkenkotter, worked to gain a cognitive understanding of the writing process. These
researchers sought to develop objective methods to describe how meaning can be translated into
text. In “A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing,” Flower and Hayes (1981) use think aloud
protocols, a methodology in which writers explain aloud everything that enters their minds as
they write, to build a “theory of the cognitive processes involved in composing” (p. 266). In sum,
their theory suggests that “writers are constantly planning (pre-writing) and revising (rerewriting) as they compose (write)”; however, they note that these processes do not occur in
“clean cut stages,” but in contrast, they are recursive, occurring again and again during any part
of the writing process (p. 367). Their theory rests on four points, which they explain in depth
throughout the article:
1. The process of writing is best understood as a set of distinctive thinking processes
which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of composing.
2. These processes have a hierarchical, highly embedded organization in which any given
119

process can be embedded within any other.
3. The act of composing itself is a goal-directed thinking process, guided by the writer's
own growing network of goals.
4. Writers create their own goals in two key ways: by generating both high-level goals
and supporting sub-goals which embody the writer's developing sense of purpose, and
then, at times, by changing major goals or even establishing entirely new ones based on
what has been learned in the act of writing. (p. 366)
Following their cognitive process theory, Flower and Hayes published a wealth of additional
scholarship investigating why writers make the choices they do as they compose, including,
“Images, Plans, Prose: The Representation of Meaning in Writing,” which I discussed
extensively in chapter two.

Similarly, Sandra Perl (1979), another cognitivist composition scholar and author of “The
Composing Processes of Unskilled Writers” (as well as many more publications,) explored how
unskilled writers write and if their writing processes were systematic and would be replicated
during multiple composing activities. Using a coding system that she developed in which
composing behaviors were identified and charted on a continuum, Perl’s findings show that the
students she studied “displayed consistent composing processes…that were recognizable across
writing sessions and across students” (p. 328); students compose in a recursive manner, moving
back and forth between processes and often backtracking; construction and discovery are both
parts of the writing process; and that writers edit prematurely and this editing is generally just
“error hunting” (p. 333).
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While Flower and Hayes and Perl were studying how students write, Berkenkotter was also
investigating the cognitive processes of writers. Although she is well-known for her work with
genre, her research that is most relevant to writing studies focused on how students and
professional writers compose and how writers conceive of their audiences. In their uniquely
titled article, “Decisions and Revisions: The Planning Strategies of a Publishing Writer, and
Response of a Laboratory Rat: Or, Being Protocoled,” Berkenkotter and Murray (1983) became
the first researchers to study a writer’s process in a natural setting. Using think aloud protocols
where the subject recorded himself as thoughts occurred to him naturally throughout the day,
Berkenkotter studied the planning, revising and editing processes of Donald Murray, the
composition scholar noted previously. She found, like others before her, that Murray’s process
was recursive, that he moved “back and forth between planning, drafting, editing and reviewing”
(p. 166). In addition, she concluded that Murray composed “at the reflexive and extensive poles
described by Janet Emig” and that Murray’s “most substantive changes” occurred when “he
turned his thoughts toward his audience” (p. 166). Berkenkotter was particularly interested in the
way that writers conceived of their audiences. In fact, in “Understanding a Writer’s Awareness
of Audience,” she (1981) investigated “whether experienced writers who have formal training in
rhetorical theory think about their audience more actively than writers who do not” (p. 388). She
found that while all experienced writers handle audience differently, “all formed a rich
representation of the audience…and this representation played a significant role in the
development of the writer’s goals.” She also found that most of the participants “created
individual rhetorical contexts or scenarios” (p. 395).
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Although scholars experimented with a wide array of approaches to studying students’
composing processes, according to Lad Tobin (2001), “it was the version of process that
emphasized freewriting, voice, personal narrative, and writing as a form of discovery…that had
the greatest influence on classroom practice and drew the most impassioned support and
criticism” (p. 9) Although the process movement encompassed both process research and process
pedagogy, I suspect that today the movement is best known by new teachers for it’s basic
pedagogy. The notion that “writing is a process” is embedded or overtly stated in nearly every
freshman composition syllabus I’ve seen, and composition teachers generally encourage students
to write in their own voice and to revise copiously.

Existing Studies of How Students Compose Multimodal Compositions
Although composition teachers/scholars and programs remain heavily invested in the pedagogies
of the process movement, few studies of students’ processes for composing multimodal writing
exist. Over the last two decades, multiple teacher/scholars have noted this lack of studies and
called for more research into students’ multimodal composing processes. Even before the turn of
the century, Lee Odell and Christina Lynn Prell (1999) called for more research in this area:
What we have needed for at least a decade, and what we must have soon, is a period of
vigorous research on composing. Not just writing—composing. To modify a phrase from
Richard’s Philosophy of Rhetoric (1965), we need studies not solely of ‘the
interanimation of words’ but the interanimation of words, visual images, and page (or
screen) design. (p. 295)
Pamela Takayoshi (2015) offers an explanation for why these studies of students’ multimodal
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composing processes have not been pursued, contending that the shift towards studying the
contexts of writing is responsible for leaving behind the thorough analyses of writers’ processes.
She argues that “multimodal composing, contemporary composing technologies, and
internetworked literate contexts are the central focus of computers and composition scholarship,
but we have little disciplinary understanding of how writers write and how language is shaped
within technologically-mediated literate practices” (p.2). Moreover, she suggests “that we must
pay attention to writing as a process, and that such an understanding is best arrived at through
data-based, in situ studies of what writers are actually doing with contemporary writing
technologies” (p.2). Continuing this line of thought, Robin Snead (2013), author of Tracing
Activity: The Multimodal Composing Processes of First- Year Writing Students, explains that at
this time in the history of composition studies:
We’ve developed theories about multimodality (Kress, 2010; Rowsell, 2013; Wysocki,
Johnson-Eiloloa, Selfe, & Sirce, 2004), we’ve composed multimodally ourselves
(Sheppard, 2009; Shipka, 2011, Sorapure, 2006), we’ve assigned our students multimodal
projects (Anderson, 2003; Anderson et al., 2006; Hess, 2007; Jones, 2010, Shipka, 2011),
and we’ve written about why multimodality is important and belongs in the Composition
classroom (Selfe, 2009; Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007; WIDE, 2005). What we have not done
enough of is to study, in an empirical, ‘RAD’ (Haswell, 2005) way, how our theories play
out in praxis with student composers. We need to return to earlier process studies, and to
complete similar types of research with digital, multimodal composition, research that
compares the processes of novices with experienced composers, research that examines
how interaction with even more, and perhaps less familiar, technology affects composing,
and how composing differently, using multiple semiotic modes rather than alphabetic text
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alone, changes what we know about composing processes. (pp. 6-7)

Blaine E. Smith (2014), whose thorough review of literature synthesized 76 studies of the
empirical research on multimodal composition and adolescents (ages 11-19), explains that while
research about public school students has focused on the benefits of multimodal writing “for
fostering student engagement, self-efficacy and agency—particularly with marginalized groups-only a handful of studies (Bruce, 2008, 2009b; Dalton & Smith, 2012; Gilje, 2010, 2011;
Goodman, 2003; Ranker, 2008a) closely examined the actual processes of composing with
multiple modes--each describing how multimodal composition, like print composition (Hayes
and Flowers, 1980) is a complex and recursive process” (p.12). Although the studies in Smith’s
review of literature focus on students in primary and secondary schools, many of their findings
about how writers compose multimodal texts remain useful and relevant because as most firstyear writing instructors know, there are often few differences in skill levels between high school
and college students; in fact, even where differences in skill levels are nearly certain to exist,
such as between primary school and college students, some of the same practices and issues are
likely to be common for all writers—such as recursive composing processes.

Findings from four of the studies Smith denotes reveal the recursive process of multimodal
composing. In “Writing with Visual Images: Examining the Video Composition Processes of
High School Students,” David Bruce (2009) points out that while some textbooks do attempt to
explain how students compose videos, these texts generally fall within the field of
communications and tend to describe a linear process for composing: “The stages of producing a
video tend to be described as following the sequential order of pre-production, production, and
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post-production (Bernard, 2004; Diefenbach, 2008; Kenny, 2004; Ohio, 2002; Utz, 2006; Zettl,
2006),” and they generally do not acknowledge the recursive process of writing that is central to
both alphabetic and multimodal composing (p. 429). In this study of high school students who
enrolled in Communications II, Bruce found that although students engaged in “definitive stage
aspects to their composing--such as brainstorming, videotaping, and editing--they were not
approached linearly ”(p. 437); rather, like writing an alphabetic essay, the stages of production
were recursive. Likewise, Bridget Dalton and Blaine Smith (2012) investigated the multimodal
processes of two male students who collaborated in their use of Photostory 3 to compose a video
folktale. They found that the students used a recursive process of composing where they
routinely relied on the preview function in the software to check their place during each writing
session. Lastly, Jason Ranker (2008) studied how two 5th grade students’ composing processes
were influenced by their use of “digital video production in connection with other media (books,
writing, and the web)” (p.198). He found that “although the structure of the project was set up
for a linear movement from one medium to another—books, writing, the Web, then Video
Studio—the boy’s use of the various media was far from linear” (p. 226).

While the scholars above showed how multimodal writing processes are recursive, studies by
David Bruce, Øystein Gilje and Steven Goodman approached the investigation of students’
multimodal processes in diverse ways. For example, in Bruce’s (2008) article, “Visualizing
Literacy: Building Bridges with Media,” he explores how low-achieving writers create music
videos and in what ways their writing processes include complex composition strategies. Using
Smagorinsky’s (2012) definition of composition, Bruce shows how these students’ processes are
examples of each of the six components Smagorinsky denoted. In contrast, Gilje’s two studies of
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students’ multimodal composing processes have very different goals. In Gilje’s (2010) study of
three high school students, he explores how the students use semiotic tools (such as synopsis and
storyboards) in the process of composing a film. Ultimately, he finds that students do not
appreciate the role of semiotic tools, and subsequently, they do not transfer meaning between the
written and moving-image modes. On the other hand, in Gilje’s (2011) study of three high school
students, he explains how students work with video editing software. His results indicate that the
specific affordances of the software become a resource with which students experiment and these
affordances ultimately influence how the students re-see their work as they draft. Finally,
Goodman’s (2003) book, Teaching Youth Media: A Critical Guide to Literacy, Video Production
and Social Change, focuses on a case study of students attending the Education Video Center in
Manhattan. Although Goodman explores students’ creation of videos, so I can see why Smith
included this book in her review of literature, he is not trying to understand the composing
process as much as he is exploring “how oral culture, visual language, and the experience of
growing up in economically depressed communities shape the way these kids learn to bring a
critical literacy to the way they make sense of and act upon the world around them” (p. 38).

My own investigation of the scholarship focused on students’ processes for composing
multimodal texts found only a handful of additional studies at the high school or post-secondary
level.40 The study that is most aligned with this current project is Snead’s dissertation, Tracing
Activity: The Multimodal Composing Processes of First-Year Writing Students, in which Snead
investigates the processes of six first-year writing students. Using data in the form of classroom
40

There are many reports and studies that discuss the myriad ways that students and professionals struggle as they
compose multimodal texts, and while these studies may mention students’ composing processes, that is not their
focus. For the purpose of this review of literature, I distinguish between studies of challenges and studies of
processes. Studies of students’ struggles with multimodal composing are reviewed in chapter 4 in the section
focused on challenges.
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observations, interviews and written student reflections, Snead seeks to answer her overall
research question: “What processes do students engage in when composing multimodally?” This
question is guided by two sub-questions: “How do students make decisions regarding the
‘available means’ for delivery of their ideas?” and “How do students navigate the use of various
technologies for writing as they engage in multimodal composing?” (pp. 48-49). Snead found
that students learned to “develop their ideas using all of the available means afforded by the
medium of video” (p. 257) and that students engaged in “two phases of work involved in
multimodal composing: conceptualization and production or actualization” (p. 215). In the
results of her study, she provides a detailed analysis of students’ processes during each phase.
Ultimately, she contends that her study suggests a new model for composing that involves
conceptualization and production/actualization, although she specifies that “each of these phases
involves multiple decisions, acts and operations all of which are recursive and intertwined” (p.
223).

Two other studies focus on the multimodal composing processes of college students. First, in
Shipka’s (2007) “This Was (NOT!) an Easy Assignment: Negotiating an Activity-based
Multimodal Framework for Composing,” she explains how she asked 29 college students to
illustrate their composing processes and the spaces in which they compose in sketches. She then
used these sketches to begin discussion during an interview with each student about their
processes. She found that when students use an “activity-based multimodal framework”--through
which they are “given the opportunity to set their own goals for their work, to draw on the
resources they believe will facilitate these goals, and to account for the choices they made with
their work--students demonstrate a capacity to be markedly sophisticated and highly flexible
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material, methodological, and rhetorical strategists” (conclusion). Likewise, Kimberly
Tweedale’s (2014) thesis also investigated college students’ composing processes, but she
focused on their experiences both within and outside the classroom. Her research considered the
tools and strategies students used to create multimodal texts, how transparent reflective writing is
in revealing students’ processes, which parts of the composing process are identified by students
as learning moments, and how visible the student-identified learning outcomes are to the
instructor. Tweedale found that students in the case study relied on resources from both inside
and outside the classroom (meetings with the teacher or assignment sheets versus YouTube
videos and Google searches); students often used reflective writing to document what they
thought the teachers wanted to see, but during interviews, students were able to fill in details that
they left out of their reflective writing; and students’ learning goals did not always align with the
goals of the project, nor did students always share their own learning goals with their teacher.

I also identified one additional study that focused on the composing processes of high school
students. Blaine E. Smith (2016), whose article “Composing Across Modes: A Comparative
Analysis of Adolescents’ Multimodal Composing Processes” was published after her review of
literature described above, studied how 12th grade students moved between modalities as they
composed multimodal projects, how composing tools mediated the students’ composing process,
and if students exhibited modal preferences. Like the studies before hers, Smith found that the
students’ processes were recursive, that they “moved between and amongst modes to recursively
create different sections of their projects” (p. 11). However, she also concluded that some
students displayed a textual modal preference while others appeared to prefer composing in the
visual mode.
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Four studies have investigated the multimodal composing processes of professionals, rather than
students. This growing body of research can be useful to composition teachers because it can
help us discover similarities and differences between experienced and less-experienced writers’
processes, just as early process research compared the processes of skilled and novice composers
(Berkenkotter, 1981; Flower & Hayes, 1980; Sommers, 1980). Jennifer Sheppard’s (2009) study
explored her own experience working with scientific research staff on a web-based multimedia
project for a U.S. Forest Service Research Lab. In order to make recommendations for
production practices in multimodal classes, she explains the complex processes in which she
engaged as she negotiated content, addressed technological rhetorical considerations, and learned
to use multiple literacies. Similar to Sheppard, R.Lyle Skain (2017), in “The Adaptive Process of
Multimodal Composition: How Developing Tacit Knowledge of Digital Tools Affects Creative
Writing,” explores her own composing process; however, unlike Sheppard, she documented her
process as she moved from writing fiction prose to composing digital creative writing. She
found that, not only did digital media require “additional considerations, such as multiple modes,
reader interaction, and non-traditional story structure” (p. 114), she heavily relied on what other
digital writers had created to increase her own ability to “engage fully with the various semiotic
systems of meaning-making that digital media offers” (p. 115). Skain concluded that as an
inexperienced digital writer, she rearranged her practice to suit the media rather than shaping the
media to suit her own purposes. William Kist (2014) also studied the composing practices of
professionals by exploring a number of common trends in artists’ composing processes. He
found that these trends include knowledge of a medium’s structure and affordances; being
multimodally versatile; avoiding formulaic writing entirely driven by the affordance of the
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medium; the ability to collaborate; writing in a non-linear fashion; and embracing social justice
(pp. 74-78). Finally, Sipai Klein (2011) explored how three professors designed instructional
videos for students’ online consumption. Among a number of other findings, Klein concluded
that the professors’ engaged in “six salient composing decisions (i.e. planning, translating,
reviewing, searching, selecting, and repurposing)” and that the professors’ “multimodal
composition process demonstrated their awareness of their capacity to move meaning-making
material from one context to another” (p. 151).

Three studies have investigated English language learners’ multimodal composing processes. As
Christoph A. Hafner (2015) notes, “In recent years, there has been growing interest in TESOL
and related fields in the use of multimodal composition as an integral component of an English
language teaching pedagogy for the digital age” (p. 486). Hafner’s study explores how the
practice of remix is evidenced in multimodal texts created by English language learners and how
remix either promotes or compromises the expression of a writer’s voice. I include this study in
this review of literature focused on multimodal composing processes because I view the
development of voice as a part of all writers’ processes. Through studying the students’ projects,
Hafner identified a theoretical model of four remix practices in which the students engaged,
including chunking, layering, blending, and intercultural blending.41 Similarly, Mantegna’s
(2014) study investigated the processes and products of high school English-language learners
who composed digital videos. Regarding process, she found that English language learners
collaborated in creative ways, explored “imagined identities,” demonstrated an investment in
41

Hafner (2015) also found that remix can have both a positive and negative effect on voice—positive when
students use remix to include a wide range of voices in their projects and negative when students are unable to make
their own voice stand out beyond the original material.
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learning, used critical analysis skills, and used multiple modes to effectively communicate.
Through analysis of the students’ products, she contends that the students demonstrated four
patterns of multimodal design: less is less, layered modes, less is more, and overlapping modes.
Finally, Mark Evan Nelson’s (2006) study of how English language learners at Berkeley
composed digital stories focused on students who enrolled in an experimental course called
Multimedia Writing. The purpose of the course “was to experience and explore the processes of
multimodal textual communication” (p. 56). Specifically, Nelson investigated how
synaesthetically derived meaning may be a part of the multimodal composing process, and he
explains a number of different parts of the process that are both benefits and hindrances.

In sum, these two reviews of literature demonstrate that while composition scholars have
generated a wealth of studies that illuminate students’ alphabetic writing processes, few studies
have explored how students compose multimodal texts. Those studies that have focused on
students’ multimodal composing processes have often investigated the experiences of pre-college
students, professional writers/artists, or English language learners. Scholars have called for more
studies of college students’ multimodal writing processes, and there exists a clear need to fill this
gap in the literature. However, filling this gap is just one goal of these studies. More importantly,
this evidence-based research is desperately needed because it is one of the few ways that teachers
can provide informed and effective instruction in multimodal writing to their students.

Research Questions
Since so few studies of students’ multimodal composing practices have been published, the
current case study fills a much-needed niche in the scholarship of computers and composition
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and in the subfield of multimodal composition. It is very important to inform our understanding
of how students compose multimodal compositions because, in conjunction with composing our
own multimodal texts, these are the two primary ways that instructors can improve our
pedagogies.

In chapter four, I heed Smith and Takayoshi’s call for research by explaining the results of the
case study I conducted in my multimodal writing course. This study began with the following
question: What are students’ processes for composing multimodal texts such as audio-essays and
video-essays? The subsequent four sub-questions narrow the scope of this broad inquiry and
define the range of the current study:
RQ 1. What knowledge about multimodal writing do students believe they possess when
they arrive in a multimodal writing class?
RQ 2. As an early step in the composing process, how do students learn the software that
is needed to compose multimodal texts?
RQ 3. What do students perceive as their primary challenges while composing
multimodal texts?
RQ 4. How do students perceive the similarities and differences between their own
alphabetic and multimodal composing processes?

Participants
English 491: Multimodal Writing, a topics course taught during Spring 2016 at a large, American
research university, was housed in the English department but open to students in all majors. Of
the 20 students enrolled in the course, the following majors were represented: Mass
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Communications (n=9), English (n=7), Cinema (n=1), Foreign Language, Spanish (n=1),
Political Science (n=1), and Sociology (n=1). There were 11 students who identified as male, 8
who identified as female, and 1 who identified as transgender. 10 students were juniors, 9 were
seniors and 1 was a sophomore.

Eight students were invited to participate in this case study and seven accepted, volunteering
their insights and work for analysis. Of those seven, three students identified as male, three
students identified as female, and one student identified as transgender.

Pedagogical Methods and Course Assignments
In English 491: Multimodal Writing, I worked with a colleague (who volunteered to co-teach the
class) to design a student-centered and workshop-based approach for the course that would teach
students to use media ethically. This student-centered method necessitated that students learn to
use the software and compose multimodal projects through an entirely hands-on experience. For
example, in preparation for each of the two projects, students engaged in a series of low-stakes
scaffolded assignments to help them learn the software and apply particular strategies for
communicating through the dominant mode(s).42 As they began composing, students participated
in a recursive process of drafting, feedback and revision. In addition, students often helped
determine the weekly schedule so that the classroom sessions could best meet their needs at a
given time. As a result, I tended to plan the class in two-week blocks that allowed the flexibility
necessary for informed student input. During classes, we would frequently alternate between
small group and whole class discussions of readings, rhetorical analysis of sample multimodal

42

Examples of these scaffolded assignments are explained in chapter four.
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projects, and workshopping projects so that students could give and receive feedback as they
composed. Both instructors provided regular feedback to students, as well.

Although I personally subscribe to a copy-left philosophy,43 ethical considerations and university
and government legal policies, as well as my commitment to student learning that transfers
between courses, necessitates that I teach copyright to my students. In this class, I did not allow
students to “steal” copyrighted media (images, video, music, sound effects, etc.) from online
spaces. Instead, I devoted class time to teaching students about the origin of copyright laws, but
my objective was to inspire students to question how the digital, and the Internet as a whole, can
and should affect these antiquated policies.44 This type of critical thinking and reflection about
social issues provided a perfect segue to introduce students to real-world solutions such as
Creative Commons, the public domain, and fair use laws. My goals were two-fold: to give
students the tools to find and use legal media for their projects and to help students understand
the original intent of copyright so that they might reflect on the contemporary role and function
of these regulations today.

The course gave students the opportunity to compose two main projects, an audio-essay and a
video-essay, focused on topics of their own design (see Table 3). There were two units, and each
lasted roughly half the semester. During unit one, students were asked to use the free, opensource program, Audacity, or if they preferred, Adobe’s more complex software called Audition,

43

“Copy-left,” a play on “copyright,” refers to the movement advocating free distribution of knowledge and texts
with the stipulation that derivative texts be licensed with the same rights.
44

I highly recommend Johanna Blakely’s TED Talk, Lesson’s From Fashion’s Free Culture, to help students
reconsider assumptions about ownership of intellectual property.
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to compose audio-essays that ranged in genre from creative nonfiction to NPR-style reporting.
Requirements for the audio-essay included that the project must:
•

Be non-fiction and contain a narrative arc

•

Span 3-5 minutes in length

•

Demonstrate application of sound production and editing skills used to make wise
choices about effects

•

Be accompanied by a 5-6 page design rationale in which students explained their process
and choices

•

Be submitted as a SoundCloud file

During unit two, students were given the opportunity to use Apple iMovie, Adobe Premiere or
Adobe Final Cut to create a video-essay in which they explored a personal experience. Grounded
in Philip Lopate’s (1992) “five qualities” that all “essay-films” must exhibit, the requirements for
the video-essay included that the project must:
•

Contains words that were spoken, subtitled, or intertitled

•

Use text represented through a single voice

•

Represent an attempt to work out a reasoned line of discourse on a problem

•

Have a strong, personal point of view--not just impart information

•

Use language that is eloquent, well written and interesting
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Table 3: Students’ Multimodal Projects and Topics
Name of
Student
Sandra
Anthony
Franky
Kent
Colleen
Kelly
Dennis

Topic for Audio-Essay

Topic for Video-Essay

How her roommate uses and talks
about Tinder, a relatively new
dating app
Episode in imaginary podcast
scenario focused on spontaneous
travel experiences
An NPR-style investigation of the
difference between surprise and
suspense
An insightful analysis of the role
of rugby in his life

The story of a cyst in her uterus
that caused her to reflect on
child birth
An exploration of his love of
water that ties together surfing
and kayaking
Reflections on contemporary
transgender hate speech

How two friends’ relationship
began through observations in a
park
Exploration of date-rape
How the U.S. used Ghost Tape
Number 10 to taunt the enemy
during Vietnam

Exploration of nature during
hiking trip in Smokey
Mountains
Reflections on her love of
painting
Millennials’ obsession with cell
phones
Reflections on breakup with
girlfriend

Methods and Data Collection
In this IRB-approved case study, I analyzed the composing processes of seven students in a
Multimodal Writing course in which 20 students were enrolled. On the first day of class, I
explained the study to my students. I attempted to create buy-in by honestly explaining why I
was conducting this research. I briefly summarized the process movement, explaining how much
composition teachers learned about how to teach alphabetic writing through studying the way
their students actually composed, and I described the lack of similar research that investigates
how students create multimodal projects. I told students that I had experience teaching
multimodal writing, but I wanted to sincerely learn more about their processes and understand
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how they composed. I told them how desperately this research was needed. All students agreed
to participate in the study and signed documents to indicate their consent.

I used purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) to select the students in this case study. Purposeful
Sampling is the most appropriate methodology for this case study because, unlike probability
sampling where the “logic and power…depends on selecting a truly random and statistically
representative sample that will permit confident generalization,” purposeful sampling gains its
“logic and power” by “selecting information-rich cases for study in depth.” These “informationrich cases” are defined as “those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central
importance to the purpose of the research” (Patton, 1990, p. 170). For me, the “information-rich
cases” were not only those students whose work showed skill, but also those who seemed most
engaged in the course and appeared most able to clearly articulate their processes for composing.
The co-instructor and I discussed which students we believed would be most able to describe
their composing processes and ultimately agreed on the seven in this case study. While all
writers have a process, not all students are able to articulate those processes clearly, and as most
writers know, describing one’s own process is usually a difficult task.

Throughout this course, I collected the following types of self-reports that focused on students’
composing processes:
•

Pre-course survey (Appendix A)

•

Post-course survey (Appendix B)

•

Mid-semester interview after audio-essay (Appendix C)

•

End-of-semester interview after video-essay (Appendix D)
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•

Follow-up interviews with three students eight months after class (Appendix E)

•

Process journals

•

Design rationale for audio-essay

•

Design rationale for video-essay

I also collected the following data:
•

Digital recordings of class discussions

•

A pedagogy journal in which I documented my reflections after each class period

•

The co-teacher’s individual reflections that were documented after each class session

The pre-and post-surveys were conducted through Survey Monkey. Six students participated in
the mid-semester interviews, five students participated in those at the end of the semester, and
three students were interviewed again approximately eight months after the course concluded.
Not all students who participated in the mid-semester interviews participated in those at the endof-semester or those eight months later. Of the twelve total questions asked during the two
interviews, five in the first interview and seven in the second, two questions were the same in
both interviews. The third set of interviews focused on several specific questions that grew out of
students’ responses during previous interviews. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then
coded to identify the trends in students’ composing processes explored in the next chapter.

Students were assigned a total of nine process journals over the course of the semester, and these
were coded in the same way as the interviews. Although class discussions were recorded, after
each class session, both instructors engaged in reflective writing that was focused on students’
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composing processes but often veered into related matters that had arisen during class. In
addition, I began composing an audio-essay during the first unit so that I could experience the
process alongside my students, although I did not complete the project until several months after
the class ended. For the same reason, the co-instructor began a video-essay during the second
project.

Conclusion
In chapter three, I have provided the context for chapter four (my study of students’ multimodal
composing processes) through reviewing the literature of the process movement and highlighting
the existing studies of students’ multimodal composing processes. In addition, I have explained
my research questions, the course objectives and assignments, and the study’s methodology. It is
through understanding the process movement in composition and how this movement fostered a
pedagogy of “writing as a process” that one comes to recognize the need for similar study of
multimodal compositions. In chapter 4, I report the results of my study of students’ multimodal
composing processes and reflect on the findings.
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Chapter 4
The 21st Century Process Movement:
A Case Study of Students’ Processes for Composing Multimodal Projects
In an explanation of how Harvard college students’ writing evolved as they progressed from
freshman year through graduation, Nancy Sommers and Laura Saltz (2004) wrote:
What is missing from so many discussions about college writing is the experience of
students. Do students experience writing as learning and thinking and, if so, under what
condition? If we asked undergraduates to describe their experiences in courses with and
without writing assignments, what would we, their teachers, learn? (p. 125-126)
Here, the authors suggest that students’ perceptions of their own composing experiences may
differ from instructors’ perceptions of what their students are doing. Much scholarship about
how students compose multimodal texts is a result of this bird’s eye view. Consider, for example,
Selfe, Fleischer and Wright’s (2007) commonly cited chapter in Multimodal Composition:
Resources for Teachers. In “Words, Audio, and Video: Composing and the Processes of
Production,” Selfe et al. provide a wealth of knowledge to new composition teachers about the
challenges of multimodal composing, but they explain that these challenges are those perceived
through their eyes as teachers. For example, Selfe et al. explain that “teachers who assign
alphabetic texts deal with students who have acquired a relatively robust understanding of
written English”; however, they also note that “teachers who assign audio and video essays may
well be dealing with students who—although they have been immersed in media-rich
environments—may not have had any direct instruction in the genres of multimodal composing”
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(p. 17) (italics mine). Although they may be correct, Selfe et al. are reporting their own
observations of students, and throughout this chapter, there are many similar statements.
Sommers is not alone in her observations about the lack of research from students’ perspectives.
According to DePalma and Alexander (2015), very few studies have actually examined “the
challenges [students] face as they engage in multimodal composing tasks” (p. 184).

In contrast to this type of teacher-perspective, the current study investigates what students
believe about their own composing processes, challenges and practices. With this in mind,
readers will note that questions are written and the study is designed to examine students’
perceptions and beliefs—as opposed to reporting what I, as the teacher, believe my students are
doing as they compose.

In chapter 4, I use the methodology and research questions described in the preceding chapter to
report the findings of my study of students’ multimodal composing processes. For ease of
reading, the primary research question and four sub-questions are repeated here: What are
students’ processes for composing multimodal texts such as audio-essays and video-essays?
RQ 1. What knowledge about multimodal writing do students believe they possess when
they arrive in a multimodal writing class?
RQ 2. As an early step in the composing process, how do students learn the software that
is needed to compose multimodal texts?
RQ 3. What do students perceive as their primary challenges while composing
multimodal texts?
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RQ 4. How do students perceive the similarities and differences between their own
alphabetic and multimodal composing processes?
Since findings in existing scholarship sometimes overlap or diverge from my results, readers will
encounter several sections of discussion (called “In Retrospect”) in which I provide context by
explaining relevant scholarship, as well as my own reflections. Ultimately, in the conclusion, I
explain how this study contributes to the scholarship that grew out of the process movement and
explore the pedagogical implications.

RQ 1. What knowledge about multimodal writing do students believe they possess when
they arrive in a multimodal writing class?
In order to understand how students learned to compose multimodal projects, I needed to know
how much they knew about composing these types of texts before the course began. I expected
students’ experiences to vary dramatically, and I suspected that those who were new to these
types of projects would understandably struggle in different ways than those with more
experience. In order to learn what students knew about composing multimodal projects before
they began taking the course, I designed the pre-survey questions to elicit this information.
Findings from nine of the pre-survey questions that revealed this data are explained below.

How Students Defined “Multimodal Writing” Before Class Began
One pre-survey question was specifically designed to determine how students defined
“multimodal writing.” I suspected that students would enter the course with only the most basic
knowledge about the term and the types of projects encompassed by it and that this knowledge
(or lack of knowledge) could influence their composing processes. Although I did not expect to
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receive nuanced characterizations, I knew that to prove my suspicions wrong, I would need to
see informed definitions of multimodal writing that explained the differences between modes and
media. While no students used the term mode to define multimodal writing, five students used
media (n=5), four used mediums (n=4), and one student used multimedia (n=1). As discussed in
the first chapter, this somewhat confusing and misleading use of language is not surprising.
However, it indicates that like many teachers, students were likely confused about terminology
and lacked a vocabulary to discuss the specific semiotic channels they use to communicate.
Students tended to conceive of multimodal writing as not necessarily digital, but based on the
media through which ideas were communicated--as opposed to the semiotic modes used in any
form of communication. The vast majority of definitions submitted (n=18) appear to fall into one
of two camps: those that set multimodal writing in contrast to text (n=10) and those that define
multimodal writing as communicated through media/technology but do not mention alphabetic
text at all (n=4). In addition, one (n=1) definition characterized this form of writing by genre,
suggesting that it “involves applying writing in different arenas, (HTML, broadcast, public
relations etc.),” and three definitions were exceptionally broad (such as “numerous ways to
express a thought”).

Typical responses for those that defined multimodal writing in contrast to text included
“Communication through means other that textual writing (i.e. sound design, imagery, and
video)” or “Writing that exists in forms and mediums other than prose?” Here, it’s important to
note not just that the majority of students defined writing in this way, but that of the 10
respondents who defined multimodal writing in contrast to text, six of them specified that
alphabetic text could not be a channel for multimodal communication, while only four indicated
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that the linguistic could constitute one of the modes. The former suggested this through phrases
such as “taking the place” or “not using” or “means other than textual writing,” while the latter
suggested this distinction through the use of phrases such as “not solely driven by text” or
“through more than just words” [italics mine].

Four respondents defined multimodal writing based on the media or technology through which it
was communicated. Examples of these definitions are “The transcription of language across a
multitude of platforms” or “Writing across many different media types.” What is important to
note here is that when asked to define multimodal writing, these students define media rather
than modes. This provides further support that not only did students enter the class with
misconceptions about language, but these misconceptions affect the way writers understand
multimodal composition as a whole. Thus, as discussed in the introduction to this dissertation
and throughout the first two chapters, the language we use to discuss multimodal writing affects
our understanding of these projects and the subfield as a whole.

Students’ Experience with Software Before Class Began
A pre-survey question asked students (n=18) about which multimedia-related software and/or
applications they had used and how often they had used them. With the exception of PowerPoint,
which all but one survey respondent (n=17) used regularly, often or all the time, and Adobe
Photoshop, with which nearly half the respondents (n=8) had at least some experience, analysis
of the information obtained through the pre-survey reveals that students had very little
experience using other software that is commonly used to compose multimodal projects.
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Regarding the software that most students would use to create the two projects in the Multimodal
Writing course, although 44.44% of respondents (n=8) had used iMovie a few times prior to
enrolling in the course, only 27.78% of those who answered this question (n=5) had used iMovie
regularly, often or all the time. Regarding Audacity, although 38.89% (n=7) of respondents had
used it a few times, only 16.68% of the class (n=3) had used Audacity regularly, often or all the
time. Although Windows Movie Maker was not an option in this course, I suspected that
students would have more experience using this far more basic program. Indeed, the survey
showed that 72.22% of respondents (n=13) had used Movie Maker prior to enrolling. (See Table
4). Despite students’ general lack of experience using the software they would learn in the
course, 55.56% (n=10) reported that they did not feel anxious “about learning to use software to
edit sound and video,” 38.89% (n=7) reported feeling a little anxious, and only 5.56% (n=1)
stated that they felt very anxious.

Since the majority of the work in the course would be digital, students were required to submit
their assignments on a blog of their choice, and they were encouraged to use WIX or WordPress.
The survey found that 15 students had at least a little experience using WordPress and that eight
had used WIX at least once prior to entering the course.
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Table 4: Students’ Use of Multimedia Related Software and Applications
Never
Adobe Photoshop
Adobe Illustrator
Adobe Dreamweaver
Adobe InDesign
iMovie
Audacity
A program to edit
sound other than
Audacity
MovieMaker
Final Cut Pro
Camtasia
Comic Life
Jing or other program
for screen capture
GarageBand
MovieCaptioner /
other captioning
software
Picassa
Prezi
PowerPoint
Storify
Pro Tools
Wordpress
WIX
Weebly

Regularly

Often

16.67 %
(n=3)
38.89%
(n=7)
72.22%
(n=13)
50.0 %
(n=9)
27.78%
(n=5)
44.44%
(n=8)
50.0%
(n=9)

A Few
Times
38.89%
(n=7)
44.44%
(n=8)
22.22%
(n=4)
33.33%
(n=6)
44.44%
(n=8)
38.89%
(n=7)
11.11%
(n=2)

Total

11.11%
(n=2)
5.56%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
11.11%
(n=2)
5.56%
(n=1)
11.11%
(n=2)

All The
Time
11.11%
(n=2)
5.56%
(n=1)
5.56%
(n=1)
5.56%
(n=1)
11.11%
(n=2)
5.56%
(n=1)
11.11%
(n=2)

22.22%
(n=4)
5.56%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)
11.11%
(n=2)
5.56%
(n=1)
5.56%
(n=1)
16.67%
(n=3)

27.78%
(n=5)
47.06 %
(n=8)
100.0%
(n=18)
94.44 %
(n=17)
82.35%
(n=14)
38.89%
(n=7)
88.89%
(n=16)

50.00%
(n=9)
35.29%
(n=6)
0.00%
(n=0)
5.56%
(n=1)
5.88%
(n=1)
27.78%
(n=5)
11.11%
(n=2)

11.11%
(n=2)
11.76%
(n=2)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
11.76%
(n=2)
22.22%
(n=4)
0.00%
(n=0)

5.56%
(n=1)
5.88%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)

5.56%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
11.11%
(n=2)
0.00%
(n=0)

18

64.71%
(n=11)
16.67%
(n=3)
0.00%
(n=0)
94.12%
(n=16)
83.33%
(n=15)
16.67%
(n=3)
55.56%
(n=10)
83.33%
(n=15)

23.53%
(n=4)
44.44%
(n=8)
5.56%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)
11.11%
(n=2)
38.89%
(n=7)
33.33%
(n=6)
16.67%
(n=3)

11.76%
(n=2)
16.67%
(n=3)
50.00%
(n=9)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)
22.22%
(n=4)
5.56%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)

0.00%
(n=0)
5.56%
(n=1)
16.67%
(n=3)
0.00%
(n=0)
5.56%
(n=1)
11.11%
(n=2)
0.00%
(n=0)
0.00%
(n=0)

0.00%
(n=0)
16.67%
(n=3)
27.78%
(n=5)
5.88%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)
11.11%
(n=2)
5.56%
(n=1)
0.00%
(n=0)

17
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18
18
18
18
18
18
18

17
18
18
17
18
18

18
18
17
18
18
18
18

Students’ Prior Experience Composing Multimodal Writing
Seven of the pre-survey questions asked students about their prior experience composing
multimodal projects in-and-out of the classroom, and five of those questions generated info
specifically focused on their experience creating podcasts and videos for academic and nonacademic purposes. Although I did not anticipate that many students would have prior
experience creating podcasts, I did believe that many students would have engaged in at least a
little video editing outside of school. The survey affirmed my suspicions, showing that 16.67%
(n=3) of respondents (n=18) had made a podcast (audio-essay)45 for a class, and 27.78% (n=5) of
respondents had composed a podcast for a non-academic purpose. In contrast, 55.56% of
respondents (n=10) had composed a video for a course, and 83.33% (n=15) had made videos for
a purpose unrelated to school.

Students also reported a wealth of experience composing other types of multimodal projects.
When asked, “What kinds of multimodal projects have you created in the past?” students used
their own words to describe the following types of projects: videos, sound texts, graphic design
projects, radio ads, social media and specifically Tumblr blogs, music of various genres,
websites, Prezi and PowerPoint presentations, t-shirt and clothing design, and one short movie.
Interestingly, one student wrote, “I have written essays, poetry, screenplays and short stories,”
and this suggests either that the student recognized that alphabetic text is actually multimodal, or
more likely, she mistook “mode” to mean “genre.”

45

Before the course began and when the survey was developed, the co-instructor and I used the term “podcast” to
describe the audio-essay. We later began using the term “audio-essay” because it more effectively encompasses the
variety of types of projects in which students engaged. The survey reflects the previously used term.
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RQ 2. As an early step in the composing process, how do students learn the software that is
needed to compose multimodal texts?
Since so few students had experience using the required software for the course, the first step in
all students’ composing processes was to gain experience with one of the program options
available for each of the two projects: for the audio essay—Audacity, Adobe Final Cut or Adobe
Audition—and for the video-essay—iMovie or Adobe Premiere. Our institution had recently
purchased access to Lynda.com for all students and faculty. I had previously used these tutorials
to learn Audacity, and I found them to be extraordinarily accessible and effective. Thus, based on
my own experience, as well as the research about students’ tutorial use that I describe below, I
required students to use Lynda.com to learn the necessary software. Findings from the interviews
and post-course survey reveal how students used the software both before and during their
drafting process and suggest how teachers might use these tutorials even more effectively in the
future.

Students’ Use of Tutorials To Learn Software
Research has shown that students learn from examples and through doing, as opposed to simply
watching (Anderson, 1983; Bonwell & Eison, 1991; Felder & Brent, 1994; Zhu et al., 1996).
According to Debra Journet (2007) in the afterword in Multimodal Composition: Resources for
Teachers, when it comes to learning technology, hands-on learning is especially important for
student cognition. She explains that “one learns not just by listening and reading and talking, but
also by doing” and while “this is true of many things…it is certainly—and importantly—the case
with technology” (p.188).
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Interactivity and hands-on activities in online tutorials make this type of learning useful to
students and learners of various types (Moreno & Mayer, 2007; Bollinger & Supanakorn, 2011).
This belief is supported by Marilyn Cooper’s (2007) research in which she studied the reactions
of college students’ enrolled in a second-year course in written, oral and visual communication
to various methods for learning technology. Cooper found that while tutorials and in-class
demonstrations were “the most common methods of instruction among teachers of multimodal
composition,” they “drew decidedly mixed reactions from the students” who were interviewed
(p.183). For example, students reported a dislike for book tutorials; referred to themselves as
“too impatient to work through long tutorials,” and called these long tutorials “boring” and
lacking in “creativity.” On the other hand, students identified certain tutorials as “more helpful
than learning on [their] own,” particularly those that “were hands on” (p.183). A student stated
that “When you’re not on a computer and following along for yourself, I don’t think
demonstrations do a lot of for you”; and another student noted that while “fooling around is
good…if you really want to use [an application], expand into other uses, the tutorial is best”
(p.183).
As a result of this research and my own positive experience learning software with Lynda.com
tutorials, I assigned these tutorials to students, and importantly, they were instructed to follow
along by doing the exercises; however, I suspect that not all students watched the tutorials and
many simply watched them but did not complete the hands-on activities that are necessary for
effective learning to occur. While our interviews revealed that students in the case study
unanimously liked the tutorials, they had different experiences while engaging with the lessons.
On the one hand, there were students who praised the tutorials as a whole. During her first
interview, Franky said, “I love Lynda.com…My entire month was made when I was able to get
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an account…I really enjoyed the tutorial with Audacity.” Kelly had a similarly positive reaction,
but explained more specifically how she learned through application as she watched the tutorials:
Using Lynda for the tutorials to Audacity was so easy. I did it on another screen and on
just my own, but I loved the double screen. It was so simple to use and I felt like I was
learning as fast as the videos went for the most part. I loved how short they tended to be.
It really kept my attention.
In contrast to Franky and Kelly, both Colleen and Anthony described how they enjoyed the
tutorials but they did not follow along and apply what they were learning. In further support of
Journet’s (2007) claim that we learn technology by doing, not just watching, both described how
they struggled to compose in Audacity. When asked pointblank if she watched the tutorials or
followed along, Colleen explained:
I didn’t do it along with the tutorials. I just kind of watched it and then because there was
so much information because I have never used Audacity before, so it was like a lot to
take in, so I just watched everything. And then when I did the Sonic Mood Board and
when I did the project, I would have that open and go back to sections that I didn’t know
how to do.
In retrospect, Colleen explained, “Those tutorials give out basic steps but I think doing it
yourself lets you adjust those skills to how you want to use them.” In this way, through her
experience of merely watching the tutorials and ultimately feeling overwhelmed, Colleen appears
to learn that application is key to learning technology. Likewise, Anthony, who cited learning the
technology as his biggest challenge with the audio-essay, acknowledged that if he could redo the
class, he would go back and not just watch but follow along with the tutorials. When asked what

150

he would do differently if he could start the whole audio-essay over again, he explained that he
would try “to be more familiar with everything”:
The quality was never as good as I wanted it to be. And I felt like that was, like the
quality of the sound recordings and everything in the beginning weren’t as good as I
wanted it to be but by the end, I kind of figured it all out and I kind of wish I had like
taken the time to figure all that out in the beginning…Like in my final draft, I sat down
and made a new Audacity file and labeled everything and just like went through and did
it right. And I wish I had just sat down and figured all of that out, like in the first draft…I
wish I’d taken more time to just like familiarize.
Thus, like the research suggests and similar to Colleen, in retrospect, Anthony recognized the
value of application in learning how to use technology.

Two questions in the post-survey at the end of the semester asked students how much the
Lynda.com tutorials helped them to learn how to use Audacity and iMovie. While 70.59%
(n=12) of the students who responded to this question (n=17) said that the Audacity tutorials
helped them “a great deal” or “a good deal,” 29.4% (n=5) reported that the tutorials helped them
“some,” “a little,” or “none.” Regarding the iMovie tutorials, while 58.82% (n=10) of the
students who responded to this question (n=17) reported that the iMovie tutorials helped them a
“a great deal,” or “a good deal,” 23.52% (n=7) stated that the tutorials helped them “some,” “a
little” or “none.” Although at first it appears that the students found the iMovie tutorials less
helpful than the Audacity tutorials, 17.65% (n=3) of students did not use iMovie for their
projects so presumably reported that the tutorials were not helpful. In addition, it is also
important to keep in mind that regarding the Audacity tutorials, those students who claimed that
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the tutorials helped them little may have been the 16.68% (n=3) who reported use of Audacity
“all the time,” “often” or “regularly” before the class began and thus already knew how to use
the software or the 16.68% (n=3) who reported corresponding use of another sound editing
program. Likewise, regarding the iMovie tutorials, the 27.78% of students (n=5) who reported
use of iMovie “all the time,” “often” or “regularly” may have been the same students who
reported that these tutorials were not very useful.

In Retrospect
My students’ praise for Lynda.com tutorials is aligned with findings that suggest interactive
tutorials can aid student learning. Only a few studies of students’ perceptions of Lynda.com
and other specific tutorials exist. Dybvik’s (2008) study of the use of Lynda.com tutorials
in University of Wisconsin-Stout’s Art and Design department found that the majority of
students believed the tutorials were “a positive addition to their classroom instruction.”
Similarly, Andy Benoit (June 2016), in his EDUCAUSE study called “Evaluation of
Lynda.com at Lethbridge College,” found that out of 202 students, instructors and staff that used
the tutorials, 83% of the students found Lynda.com tutorials relevant to their learning needs and
86% said they would recommend it to a peer or colleague. In addition, key findings showed:
Lynda helped students learn more than covered in the class curriculum; was useful as an
out-of-class resource when the instructor wasn't available; helped students learn more
quickly; helped students learn difficult concepts; and served to provide another point of
view, in addition to that of the instructors. Moreover, 40 percent of students indicated a
skill increase of 41–60 percent as a result of using Lynda.
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In another EDUCAUSE study conducted by Benoit (July 2016), he compared tutorials from
Atomic Learning to Lynda.com, and he found that while the Lynda.com catalogue of courses is
much larger than that of Atomic Learning, that is not the only reason Lynda.com tutorials are
superior: Lynda's catalog is superior in both production and instruction to those of Atomic
Learning because it provides transcripts of lessons, better functionality with more options to
customize learning, and importantly for this study, downloadable exercises for students to apply
what they learn and “shift from simply watching to actually ‘doing’ as they watch the lesson.”
Thus, research suggests and this study affirms that students applaud tutorials that are interactive
and provide options for hands-on learning. Indeed, based on the experience of the students in this
case study, Lynda.com appears to have fulfilled these requirements with their clear index
of concise tutorials that offer hands-on learning opportunities.

Accountability is key to learning, and instructors who assign tutorials might consider requiring
evidence that students apply what they learn in the tutorials, as opposed to simply watching them.
With this in mind, for the audio essay, I assigned a small project called the Sonic Mood Board46,
and for the video essay, I assigned a short Photo Story.47 Both were due right after the tutorials
were assigned. However, I suspect that these small, scaffolded assignments were not rigorous
enough to motivate all students to watch and follow along with the tutorials. Indeed, while the
assignments asked students to apply knowledge from certain lessons, neither assignment required
students to demonstrate an understanding of the wide range of skills learned from Lynda.com
46

This excellent learning activity, slightly modified from the activity explained in Collins and Kapralos’ (2014)
article “Sound Design for Media: Introducing Students to Sound,” asks students to collect sound effects that evoke a
particular emotion and create a 30-second sound file in which they alter the sounds using the digital effects
processing in Audacity. (The article contains a wealth of pedagogical ideas for how to teach sound to students.)
47

The Photo Story is a 60-90 second video in which students use 6-10 photographs of their choice to tell a short
story. Students are asked to apply basic techniques learned in the iMovie tutorials: transitions, cropping, addition of
text, and audio narration.
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tutorials. If instructors truly want students to apply what they learn from Lynda.com (or other)
tutorials, they might require students to complete the downloadable exercises or develop a set of
customized activities through which students can demonstrate their knowledge and skills.
Conversely, students could be asked to provide short screencasts demonstrating their application
of specific lessons.

While the Lynda.com tutorials can function independently from classroom instruction, if there
are specific skills that are vital to an assignment, instructors might consider devoting some class
time to brief demonstrations in conjunction with hands-on activities. In retrospect, there were
two vital skills that I should have devoted class time to teaching. First, students did not always
engage in effective saving habits. As I will explain later in this chapter, and as Iswari Pandey
(2007) has explained before me, learning how to save a project in programs like Audacity and
iMovie is not intuitive. Audacity requires that you create a project and save all associated files in
that folder. Since files can become corrupted (this happened to four of my students), it is
important to save each draft individually. In contrast, in iMovie, there is no way to manually
save a project; rather, iMovie automatically saves work, but if you are working on different
computers, you must learn to export your project and understand that you will be unable to edit
certain previously exported portions of your videos. Thus, with both programs, there are
idiosyncrasies that are not obvious or intuitive, and brief instruction would have saved students
much frustration and lost work. Similarly, in Audacity, it is vital to zoom in on tracks so that the
writer can edit specific sections of tracks. However, midway through the audio-essay, I found
that, despite the tutorials on this principle and the fact that one cannot edit effectively without
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this skill, few students had learned to zoom or understood why zooming was essential to
effective sound editing.

While devoting class periods to teaching technology can be difficult when so much other content
must be covered, instructors must acknowledge that even good undergraduate students like
Anthony and Colleen might not recognize the value of applying what they watch in tutorials until
it’s too late. Thus, requiring that students demonstrate their skills as they learn and additional
instruction aimed to reinforce certain vital skills would be beneficial when students are learning
software primarily from tutorials.

RQ 3. What do students perceive as their primary challenges while composing multimodal
texts?
Although teacher/scholars may mention the challenges of composing multimodal projects from
time to time, DePalma and Alexander (2015) note how “little research has examined how
students negotiate multimodal composing processes such as “the challenges the face as they
engage in multimodal composing tasks” (p. 184). As mentioned earlier in this chapter, in
“Words Audio and Video: Composing and Processes of Production,” Selfe et al. (2007) first
explained some of the challenges they observed students facing when they composed multimodal
projects. She pointed out that students often struggle in the following ways:
•

To choose topics that take advantage of the capabilities or affordances of the media used

•

To use digital equipment and understand the relevant vocabulary

•

To learn to save and share large multimedia files
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•

To comprehend “the genres of multimodal composing or the compositional elements that
make up such genres (e.g. shots, segments, frames, transitions, fades, soundtracks)” (p. 17).

•

To access software and hardware necessary to compose in multimodal modes

This research about challenges is significant because it was one of the first practical guides for
composition instructors who wanted to learn to teach multimodal writing. There are two
important issues to note here, however. First, as explained earlier in this chapter, while the
challenges Selfe et al. describe are quite accurate and are immensely helpful to new teachers of
multimodal writing, these challenges are based on their observations, rather than evidence-based
study. Second, it’s also important to note that three of the five challenges Selfe et al. explores are
related to technology. Indeed, challenges with technology, ranging from access to computers to
learning software, are commonly cited (Beard, 2015; Church & Powell, 2007; DePalma &
Alexander, 2015; Skains, 2017; Tetloff , Hitchcock, Battista, & Lowery, 2014).

Although nearly every study I have come across mentions technology as a problem, other
challenges that students experience have also been observed and studied. For example,
DePalma’s (2015) study found that students experience challenges in three main areas, of which
using technology appears related to the second and third: trouble conceptualizing and writing to
an audience because “students tried to apply an understanding of audience that had been shaped
primarily by print-based experiences” (p. 187); they “struggled to incorporate multiple semiotic
resources into their projects and to navigate the rhetorical constraints presented in multimodal
composing tasks” (p. 187); and students experienced difficulty “negotiating the affordances of
different modes and media” (p. 189). Likewise, Jeannie C. Parker Beard’s (2015) investigation
into “how students react to multimodal composition and how they view the benefits as well as
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pitfalls” found that students experience challenges related to technological issues and negotiation
of copyright laws that guide the legal and ethical use of media (p.184). Like the first two studies,
in Melanie Hundley and Teri Hobrook’s (2013) exploration of the challenges faced by preservice teachers when they attempted to compose a multimodal project, they found that the
graduate students struggled to gain necessary knowledge of the technology; however, they also
experienced difficulty when conveying ideas through images and because they were
uncomfortable relinquishing authorial control (pp. 504-505). Second to last, R. Lyle Skains
(2017) studied her own multimodal composing process while she transitioned from print-based
fiction to digital fiction. Her study revealed that while she did encounter some technological
challenges, her main difficulties were “in transitioning to the digital composition practice”
because, like the students mentioned in DePalma and Alexander’s article (noted above), she
attempted to rely on her print-based composition knowledge to compose a multimodal text (p.
114). Finally, the only text that even referenced students’ multimodal composing practices that
did not denote technology as a serious challenge was Cheryl Ball’s (2000) article “Genre and
Transfer in a Multimodal Composition Class.”48 Describing an introduction to multimodal
writing course she taught, Ball explains that “the culture of the class seemed to be excited and
exploratory, making the hardest part just deciding what topic to actually choose” (p. 24).

The findings of this current study are generally aligned with the observations and prior research
about challenges students face when composing multimodal projects. Indeed, one of the three
most commonly cited challenges is problems with technology, and another struggle relates to
topic development; however, students also experienced challenges with creating a consistent

48

Note that while I include this article in this discussion, the purpose of this article is not to convey the challenges of
multimodal composing.
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voice throughout the project. By voice, I refer to the aural quality of one’s voice, rather than the
narrative voice that is often discussed in composition studies. In the following section, I will
explain how data collected from the interviews informs our understanding of these three
challenges and how instructors might more effectively manage these challenges in the future.

Problems with Technology
Five of the seven students interviewed cited problems with technology as the most challenging
part of their projects. For example, both Sandra and Kelly had completed the majority of their
audio-essays when Audacity reported corrupted files and they were unable to access their
projects. Although both students sought professional assistance, either through Audacity’s online
help forum or the university’s media center (or both), neither was able to recover their work and
each had to start her project over. During her first interview, Sandra explained her frustration:
The biggest challenge was losing all my work at the last minute. That was rough. I hadn’t
thought to save it every time I edited it. I save my essays and all my work like that, so
I’m not sure why that didn’t occur to me, but I just never even thought about it. So then
when all of that was gone, and then spending the hours in the Innovative Media Center
afterwards with [the director], we would get so close to finding something and then figure
out that it wasn’t going to work, so it was back to square one over and over again.

In contrast, three other students, Anthony, Kent and Dennis, struggled with technology for
entirely different reasons. During the first interview, Anthony explained that learning to use
Audacity was the most challenging part of the audio-project: “The biggest challenge for me was
probably getting used to the program at first…Audacity is a little fidgety sometimes.” For Kent,
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who used a GoPro camera during his hike through the Smokey Mountains to capture “scenes that
[he] felt were highlights or just important or just interesting,” his computer, which had around
400 gigs of space, simply did not have enough memory once he downloaded all of the GoPro
footage. He describes how he got home from the hike and “dumped it all on my computer and it
was tons and tons, and hours and hours of footage.” The frustration was evident in his voice as
he further described his experience:
I did this whole file dump, and it took up way too much memory on my computer and so
I put it onto a hard drive and by moving the location, it gave me this message that the
source clip was missing and that is because it couldn’t find the file despite it being
plugged in through an external hard drive…so I literally had to re-paste it back onto my
computer which, again, takes so much time, and then once that was finally back in, I had
to re-edit everything because even though I could prove to the software that yes, my files
are here again, I don’t know why iMovie is like this.
Dennis, who filmed his entire video on his iPhone, also struggled with memory. He described
how he “had to go back and delete things to make room for new stuff” on the device.

Students also reported challenges in terms of access to technology. Dennis reflected on his
choice to use iMovie, as opposed to purchasing Premier or Final Cut Pro for his PC. Since he did
not own a Mac, he had to “borrow [his] brother’s mac for a couple hours and just have like six or
seven hour editing sessions with his computer,” which made it “challenging having to do editing
in little spurts instead of editing small things over a period of time.” Other students had trouble
accessing hardware. For example, Sandra described how she was “at the mercy of equipment
availability” when she was recording her audio-essay and had to wait to borrow a USB-
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microphone from the media center. Likewise, Dennis explained that he also had trouble
borrowing equipment:
Another issue I had was getting ahold of one of the Zoom H1 audio recorders. Though it
says on the library’s website that there are 12 recorders, I was told by someone working
there than in reality there were only about five, with one missing and another overdue.
This definitely hindered the amount I was able to edit, once I was finally able to get the
recorder and record my intro.

Problems with Topic Development
The second most commonly cited challenge was topic development, and three of the seven
students in the case study reported this to be the most challenging part of their audio-essay.
Franky, whose audio-essay explored storytelling and the difference between surprise and
suspense, said: “Figuring out a topic took a while because originally I had an idea, but that idea
was more like a research topic. There wasn’t enough time to do the research and come up with a
first draft.” Kelly explained similar feelings about her topic: “I kind of regretted my idea. It was
my first idea, and I feel like I always kind of do stuff like that.” Finally, when asked about her
biggest challenge, Colleen immediately replied: “Coming up with the idea. I feel like it was
really hard to get started…I had so many ideas but none of them would work.” Thus, for all three
students, developing a topic comprised their primary struggle.

Problems with Maintaining a Consistent Recorded Voice
Three students--Kent, Anthony and Sandra--suggested that a challenge for them was maintaining
a consistent voice in their audio segments. For Kent and Anthony, they did not realize that
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recording in different places and/or at different times would alter the sound of their voices and
necessitate re-recording the narration. Anthony explained:
I would sit down and edit a segment and then I would do a narration for it. Someone had
told me like, ‘oh you should go and record in the bathroom, very good acoustics’…And
another time I sat down in my bedroom and recorded… and by the time I had put it all
together, the story would go through, but each narration point sounded different. One
weekend…I ended up getting a cold and lost my voice, and so…in a couple segments, I
was raspy.
Ultimately, Anthony decided to re-record the entire narrative in his bedroom, where he felt it
sounded “most clear.” He “went through the whole thing and did each [segment] five times and
went down and substituted it and redid” the whole narration in this way. Kent experienced a
very similar problem. He described how “everything kept sounding different just because of the
fact you were recording at different times.” He said that this phenomenon of his voice sounding
different when recorded “was extremely strange because [he] always recorded in [his] room with
the same microphone,” but he recorded at different times. Sandra also had a problem with
maintaining a consistent voice throughout the different segments of her piece. She described how
she had to keep a few parts of the audio that clipped because even though she wanted to rerecord them, she was sick and knew her “voice wouldn’t sound cohesive if [she] only recorded
those parts over.” Interestingly, while composing my own audio-essay, I experienced the same
issue. I had written a series of vignettes and recorded each of them separately, although all within
the same two-hour period, in the same place, and with the same digital recorder. However, I
found that my voice sounded different enough in each vignette that an audience would certainly
find it distracting, and like Anthony, I ended up re-recording the entire project as one single track.
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In Retrospect
Having considered the challenges that students faced, three issues come to mind. First unlike
saving a document in Microsoft Word, saving media files in Audacity is not as easy as it sounds,
and students need instruction on how to properly save the files with which they are working. I
am not the first researcher to discover this issue; in Selfe et al.’s (2007) birds-eye-view of the
multimodal writing process, she notes that teachers “will encounter students who are less
familiar with the constraints associated with storing large video and audio files” (p. 17).
Likewise, in “Saving, Sharing, Citing, and Publishing Multimodal Texts,” Iswari Pandey (2007)
uses the birds-eye-view of her classroom to discuss the similarities and differences between
saving alphabetic text versus large multimedia files. As discussed earlier in this chapter, I know
that students did not necessarily glean everything they needed to know from the Lynda.com
tutorials, so instructors might consider reinforcing only a few particularly important lessons in
the classroom—such as how to save multimedia files. As Sandra pointed out earlier, had she
saved each draft of her audio-essay as a separate file, perhaps denoting each file by date—as
opposed to consistently saving over each draft--she may have lost one version because of corrupt
files but would have had the previous draft to which she could revert.

Second, in a class devoted to multimodal writing, instructors should keep in mind that the
foundational writing activities used to develop ideas for alphabetic compositions are still needed,
even though the medium for composing has changed. Because we had so much to cover and the
students were enrolled in a 400-level English course, I skipped the topic development exercises I
typically do in alphabetic writing courses. Instead, for the audio- and video-essays, I simply told
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students to be thinking about what kinds of media they might use as they considered options for
topics, and I encouraged them to email or meet with me to discuss ideas. Although I devoted one
full class period per project to whole class workshops in which all students gave and received
feedback on their topic proposals, I did not devote much class time to topic development as a
whole. Thus, compared to the plethora of brainstorming activities that I normally facilitate in
writing classes, I did very little to help these students choose topics, and this no doubt caused
some students to struggle with topic development.

Thirdly, not only do people report that their recorded voice does not sound the same to them as
their live speaking voice (Holzman & Rousey, 1966; Shuster & Durrant, 2003), but participants
in this study suggested that when they recorded their narratives at different times, their voice
sounded different to them at each instance. As a result, students beginning multimodal projects
might want to consider this issue from day one, and two options for maintaining a consistent
sound throughout narration might be offered: first, students can attempt to edit each segment in a
program like Audacity, adjusting for room tone, which is the background noise in a recording.
Second, students can re-record their entire narrative as one track before submitting a final project.
(Even then, however, they may still want to edit for room tone.) It is important to note that rerecording a short narrative is not in itself a lot of work, although realigning images, music and
sound effects with the narrative can be quite time consuming.

Since so many people feel uncomfortable hearing their own voices, and many novice sound
editors are not happy with the quality of their recordings, I offer some activities that instructors
might consider using as early process work to help students understand why they feel
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uncomfortable while listening to their recorded voice and why maintaining a consistent tone of
voice is important.
1. Ask students to record a paragraph of speech on several different devices—smartphone,
computer microphone, quality microphone, an old-fashioned tape recorder, a digital
recorder, etc.—and then reflect on the similarities and differences in what they hear.
2. Read and discuss an article that explains why we don't like hearing our own voices
recorded.49 Then, during class, have students record their voices and work in groups to
discuss how the recordings differ (or do not differ) from their real voices. Students can
also try to articulate what they dislike about hearing their recorded voices, perhaps
considering and using what they learned in the reading.
3. Play an audio-essay in which different segments were recorded in different rooms and at
different times and ask students to react to what they hear.

RQ 4. How do students perceive the similarities and differences between their own
alphabetic and multimodal composing processes?
Students noted a wide range of similarities between their alphabetic and multimodal composing
processes. These similarities include comparable use of models, commonalities in components
and internal structure within projects, similar brainstorming methods, the importance of feedback,
as well as comparable writerly routines used to compose. These parallels, which range from
superficial habits to essential writing processes, are likely to feel familiar to composition
teachers; indeed, these similarities between the composing processes offer further evidence that
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Examples of easy-to-read articles about why we dislike hearing our voice recorded:
• What cringing at your own dumb voice reveals about you, by Melissa Dahl
• Why you probably hate the sound of your own voice, by Rachel Feltman
• Why do I hate the sound of my own voice, by Cristen Conger
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writing teachers who have exclusively taught alphabetic text are far more prepared to teach
multimodal writing than they may at first realize.
Using Models as Inspiration and Guidance
Many theories of knowledge and skill acquisition include imitation as an important step in the
learning process (Akers, 1977; Bandura & Jones, 1966; Whiten, et al, 2009; Whiten & Ham,
1992). In fact, imitation has been defined as “learning to do an act from seeing it done”
(Thorndike, 1898; Whiten & Ham, 1992). As any writer who has ever tried to compose in an
unfamiliar genre knows, we can learn how to do an act (to write in a genre) by seeing it done
(reading and analyzing a model). Having an example of a type of writing to use as a guide for
how to compose in that style is immensely useful for any composer.

Composition teachers aspire to communicate to students that this type of emulation—in which a
writer imitates the style of a text, not the content—does not constitute plagiarism; rather, by
imitating what we see, writers reimagine, recreate and stray from the original. Indeed, this is how
new knowledge and art is often created. And in the writing classroom, this approach to teaching
writing in which instructors use models to illustrate writing lessons is a method with which
composition teachers have particular experience and expertise.

Since imitation is such an integral part of learning and composition teachers have long been
using models to teach important alphabetic writing lessons, it is not surprising that many students
identified sources of inspiration that served as models to help them conceive of and develop their
multimodal texts. For example, four students in the case study were inspired by watching other
composers’ videos and subsequently emulated parts of the videos or techniques that were used in
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them. Both Kent and Anthony were influenced by videos on the same topics about which they
were composing. For example, Kent’s audio-essay about rugby was inspired by a Gatorade
commercial. He explained how the “basic backbone of [his] sound project came from Gatorades
ad, Hard Work.” He goes on to describe how this model affected his thinking and process:
“Although I felt a bit lost at the start, I had a video of inspiration to guide me. It may be over two
years old but Gatorade’s “Hard Work” spot is a timeless video of discipline, it even features my
subject--rugby.” Likewise, Anthony explained how he has long-watched kayaking videos for
recreation and this knowledge about the genre affected his thinking about his own project:
I watch like ten kayaking videos a day…I’ve become super critical of them…It made me
more critical of my own because I see really good ones and like the shots they get and the
editing preciseness of everything and I aspired to be that good.
In addition, Anthony explained how watching model video-essays helped his process by
providing examples of narrative structure:
It was after we watched one of the example videos when we first started this unit, and it
was tying two unrelated things together. That really clicked in my head, and I was like,
okay, I can tie these two aspects of my life together…I knew I wanted to do kayaking but
I didn’t know how to make that into an interesting story. And I was like, okay, well I like
water and have always been around water. And then I was like, I like to surf…
In fact, when Anthony was explaining how he chose between tying together kayaking with
surfing versus kayaking with a separate experience he had as a child, he explains how he “just
wrote through those and then picked the surfing idea and then just went into the drafting process
from there.” This was an especially noteworthy comment since “writing through” one’s ideas,
the notion that writing is thinking, is a common principle and strategy that instructors of
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alphabetic text teach students. It’s a process with which we are all familiar and a pedagogy that
we could easily transfer from alphabetic to print compositions. When Anthony followed this
statement by explaining how this is his typical process, stating, “That’s how I usually do it,” I
asked him if his process when composing alphabetic text usually goes “that you see an example
of something and then figure out a way to make it like a model?” “Yeah,” he said, “definitely.”

Although they were not influenced by videos focused on the topic they were exploring, both
Kelly and Franky emulated parts of model videos we watched in class. Kelly explained how she
imitated a video we happened to watch one day when we had a little bit of extra time--The
Machine is Using Us, by Michael Wesch (2007)—and she said: “That's when I decided to put in
the Google clips because I had already filmed my screen with Instagram and Facebook, but I
hadn’t done anything with Google. But I really liked that, so I used that as my intro and outro.”
Kelly was also influenced by watching her peers’ projects, and she explained how watching her
peers’ videos affected her thinking about her own project: “As I saw other people’s videos, I was
kind of more inspired with mine. When I saw Sam’s first draft, I was like, I want to be more
artsy with mine. I want to put some more abstract imagery and stuff like that.” Likewise, when
asked what feedback helped her the most, Franky explained that she “got a lot from watching
other peoples’” videos. Regarding one student’s video specifically, Franky said, “I also like [her]
sense of place. I kind of wanted to imitate her for a while.” In this way, the model videos
functioned as examples of both form and technique that the students could mimic.

Similarities in Structure and Components
One concept that students learn early in their educations is that short, alphabetic essays always
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have certain components. Junior high and high school students are usually taught to construct a
five-paragraph essay containing certain parts--an introduction, body, and conclusion--and for
better or worse, they remember this model and the role each component plays in the larger
composition. Thus, it’s not surprising that two students noted similarities between structural
components of both types of texts.

When asked about the similarities between composing alphabetic and multimodal texts, Kent
described how the parts of both types of texts are the same. He explaining how with both styles,
he “wanted a strong intro and conclusion.” He said: “I think that’s always key to keeping a
reader, an audience, a watcher, hooked. Keeping someone hooked is universal in that world. It’s
crucial. I think with text, it plays the same important role of painting the picture.”

Not only does Kent believe that writing an introduction and conclusion are commonalities in
both composing processes, he sees other parts of the structure within alphabetic- and videoessays to be alike. He explained:
I’ll have some kind of idea and imagine that as a paragraph, and then within that
paragraph I’ve got these sentences that will back it up, whether it’s fact, opinion,
whatever that might be….the paragraph is the scene itself and then I feel like these extra,
these supporting ideas, supporting themes, is the details in that scene that I’ve presented
on the screen.
Similar to Kent’s explanation of structural commonalities, Kelly identified similarities in
components of both types of texts; in fact, she echoed Kent’s thinking in her second interview
when she said, “You are still expressing ideas and you have to come across in an intelligent way.
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You still have to find your focus and have major points, kind of like plot points.” In her third
interview, she explained this notion in more detail when she described how both alphabetic and
multimodal texts must be “cohesive” or “united”:
Well in both works, you are going to have the first thought that will go into the second,
but sometimes you can have those ideas throughout different times. Like when you’re
composing a piece, you learn this part of the research, or you have this idea first, and then
maybe towards the end of it, you have another idea, or you’ve researched further and you
came to this conclusion, but you want to put that with the first one, but you have it at a
different time, so you have to make them go together. So if you have a first thought on
something, and then you find out more, and then you want to put that in, you have to
focus on how you got from that first thought to the second…You have to do that for both
kinds of writing. That’s the similarity between the two.
When Kelly explains that “you have to focus on how you got from that first thought to the
second,” she is describing the way that writers present their reasoning as they move between
ideas. This type of reasoning, often called a warrant, is an important component of any argument
or narrative because it articulates the logical connection between a claim and evidence or an
action and consequence.

Brainstorming, Outlining and Jotting Down Notes
One of the most common planning and organizational tools students use is an outline. Regardless
which of the many types of outlines one learns to compose in school, an outline--whether
composed mentally, on paper or on screen--helps a writer to visually organize the structure of a
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text. Both Kent and Kelly explained how they use this important tool as part of their process for
organizing both alphabetic and multimodal texts.

When asked about the similarities between the two composing processes, Kelly described a
detailed process for generating and developing ideas.
I'm also a person who has ideas when I’m walking, and I walk a lot. So I have a notebook
that I will like just jot little things in and I'll just say, you know, ‘multimodal project, had
this idea for it.’ And then when I sit down to do the outline, to start the chipping away
process, that is the first part of the chipping away process, well ideation, and then outline.
When I do that I get out the notebook. And I will have it next to me while I write the
point outline, like the points that I want to get at. And those notebook ideas will go
through a bullet point….Like this is point 1. Then go A, and then go to 1 and then go [2],
you know what I mean? Like really tab out the bullets. I don't know if there' a word for
that.
Kent explained a similarly complex process for brainstorming and outlining his ideas for both
alphabetic and multimodal texts. His process begins with drawing whatever images he will be
discussing:
If I can visualize it, and then I can figure out like what are the words associated with this
image that, you know, are going to allow the reader to see exactly the same thing because
the goal of these is to get them to see exactly what I'm seeing. And so if I can figure out
through this process, hopefully it works, if I can figure out the exact words that make me,
you know, visualize what I'm visualizing, then hopefully that's the best method to get
them [the audience] to visualize the same thing.
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When the “doodles,” as he calls them, are complete, he creates a flipbook, which he described as
potentially made of “a sticky note pad” on which you “draw out whatever you want and then you
can flip through it.” When I asked how this flipbook helped his multimodal and his alphabetic
composing processes, Kent explained: “As opposed to just like looking and looking and looking
on just a stagnant sheet of paper, I don't know, something about flipping through it and seeing
like a rapid progression. It just like worked for me.” Ultimately, it’s not surprising that the
illusion of moving images created by the flipbook would be useful in conceptualizing a video, a
genre adapted from the aptly named motion picture.50

Three students explained how they use their phones to take notes about ideas for both alphabetic
and multimodal texts. Kelly described how, even though she frequently records ideas in a
notebook, she records her very best ideas in her phone. She said, “An idea that is, ‘I want to
come back to this later’ will go in the notebook” but in contrast, she explained that when she has
“an idea that's like, ‘that's good, that's going in there’…that goes in the phone.” Similarly, Sandra
uses a combination of two mediums for brainstorming. Although she primarily brainstorms in a
Word document on her computer, she explains that she takes notes on her phone “if there is an
end for an interesting conversation that happens or if I have an idea in the middle of the day, I'll
write it down in the Notes document in my phone…And then, when I get assignments,
sometimes I'll go back to those lists that have already been created. And I'll see if one of them
makes sense for that assignment.” Finally, Dennis said that he uses his phone to record ideas, as
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Ironically, although all students completed a modified version of Arola, Sheppard and Ball’s (2014) storyboard
project in Writer/Designer: A Guide to Making Multimodal Projects, none recognized that the storyboard was a
form of outline. That said, Kent’s flipbook functions like a complex storyboard complete with sequencing and
movement.
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well. He explained how when he is driving, he spends time thinking about his projects and
records “a lot of voice memos” as ideas come to him.

Feedback
Although an outline can help writers to structure their thoughts, feedback is generally needed in
order to revise any type of project. When asked during the second interview about the similarities
between the composing processes, Kelly simply stated, “You can still ask for feedback the way
you can with writing.” However, during the third interview, Kelly elaborated on how the process
of receiving feedback is similar for her with both types of composing. She said,
I tend not to like share my work with somebody unless I am either sure of it, like I feel
pretty good about it and now I'm ready to share or I'm feeling very unsure about it…. if
I'm like somewhere in the middle of, like if it's you know an eight page alphabetic paper,
and I'm on page 5, I'm probably not going to show it to anybody until I reach, you know,
what it should be. Or if I'm like is this right? Is my argument going in a weird direction?
Can you look at this or does this look weird in the video?
Franky offered a more nuanced response. She explained the way that criticism helps to shape her
thinking, as opposed to her writing, with both kinds of texts: “I talk about it with my friends. I do
that for both. My editing process is a lot of never showing anyone what I wrote but talking about
it, and then having a stronger opinion about what I think because I just had a conversation about
it.” While only Kelly and Franky denoted feedback as a similarity in their composing processes,
all of the students in the class engaged in a frequent, recursive process of workshop and
revision—one very similar to the workshops of alphabetic compositions with which writing
teachers are likely familiar.
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Writerly Routines
Most writers have a routine or set of rituals that they enact before beginning to write. In fact,
research has documented a diverse array of habits that famous (and non-famous) writers cite as
part of their writerly processes (Currey, 2013), and the students in this case study were no
different. For example, Franky pointed out that for her, the writerly routines for both types of
texts are identical. She said, “I generally have a pattern, like a routine, if I’m going to write
something. I get tea. I wear comfortable clothing. I clean off my desk. I have a bunch of scratch
paper so I can write down quotes I’m trying to talk about.” Kent explained a more detailed
process for both alphabetic and multimodal composing that moves from exercise to clearing his
mind to seeking inspiration. He described how he likes to “do something active just to like get
myself psyched up.” He will go for a run, which he cites as a “baseline” mode of activity, before
beginning any type of project:
In order to get the best thinking about something…you've got to occupy your mind with
something else, because then your brain will kind of go on autopilot and come up with
these ideas for you when you're not doing a thing, you know, that you're thinking about.
Upon completion of exercise, Kent’s process involves completing a number of basic activities so
that he can clear his mind and focus on the project he will compose:
I definitely have to eat. I have to get like certain things off my mind. Like eat. Like get
some water, get some coffee, get some kind of exercise. Just so, like, I'm not thinking
about those silly basic things. Like check my email. You know, just get all those out of
the way so I can dedicate two, three, four hours, whatever, to get it done.
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When these rudimentary activities are complete, Kent says he almost always listens to a podcast
or reads a short story in order to gain inspiration. “I just like seeing peoples’ styles and flows,”
Kent explained, “because I feel like there are plenty of techniques that I wouldn't know had I not
otherwise checked these out.”

Unlike Kent, Kelly and Sam’s writerly processes for both types of composing are grounded in
location. Kelly likes to get into a “calm space” and sit down by herself. Sam likes to find a
“location where I can focus… Like the library or a coffee shop. Or somewhere with ambient
noise.” Interestingly, although Sam pointed out that when writing alphabetic texts, she frequently
needs to change locations in order to refresh her thinking, with multimodal texts, she found that
she could work long hours in a single space.

In Retrospect
All of the students in the case study found it difficult to articulate similarities in their composing
processes. As a result, at times their observations may seem almost trivial, like when Kelly
suggests that “you are still expressing ideas and you have to come across in an intelligent way.”
On the other hand, Kelly and Sandra’s observations about recording notes in their phones
suggest a relatively new area for research, and Kent’s discussion of the role of doodling to help
articulate ideas is fascinating. I suspect that, at least in part, students’ struggle to articulate
similarities between the composing processes results from the difficulty they experience in
general when asked to articulate their writing processes.

Regarding Kelly and Kent’s remarks about the similarities in structure and components, there are
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at least two ways to interpret their comments. On the one hand, we can consider their comments
in light of relevant research that suggests how common it is for “for students to uptake…a
familiar genre like the five-paragraph essay…onto a new medium such as video” (Ball, 2013,
p.28). Kelly and Kent did just that: they were imposing their knowledge of how to compose
alphabetic arguments on the creation of their multimodal texts. This seems like a reasonable
response to an assignment asking you to compose in a new way: if one doesn’t know how to
write in a particular genre, one composes in the genre one knows that most resembles it. In fact,
antecedent genre theory suggests that in the face of composing in a new genre, writers revert to
what they already know. Studying this phenomenon, Kathleen Jamieson (1975) noted that
rhetors “perceive unprecedented situations through antecedent genres” (p. 414), meaning that
when confronted with a new genre, writers naturally revert to the conventions of other genres
with which they are familiar. For both Kent and Kelly, they were asked to communicate through
unfamiliar semiotic modes and to convey stories in what for them was a new genre; thus, it is
natural that they applied what they knew about how to compose in one mode and genre to their
composing processes for others. In this way, their experience is consistent with DePalma and
Alexander’s (2015) findings (explained above), since they conclude that some of the challenges
their own students experience as they compose multimodal texts result from them having “few
models of multimodal texts that seek to engage in” the type of project they were composing.

Although antecedent genre theory offers one explanation for why Kent and Kelly reverted to
components and structures associated with alphabetic argument, it can also explain why this
response can be problematic. Indeed, Jamieson (1975) suggested that the “antecedent genres
chosen may not be appropriate to the situation,” and, in fact, “are capable of imposing powerful
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restraints” on writing (p. 414). Furthering this idea, Bronwyn Williams (2014) explains that
students’ tendency to rely on antecedent genres and familiar conventions can obstruct student
writing because such a rhetorical move does not “always result in work that is satisfactory to the
reader in terms of genre expectations” (p.113). In this way, students who have learned the genre
expectations for academic argument, for example, and then attempt to transfer these rules to their
compositions in a fiction-writing course will find that relying on an antecedent genre can create
complex problems that require a great deal of time and learning to resolve.

While relying on an antecedent genre can hinder students’ writing, for both Kent and Kelly, no
observable problems occurred. Two explanations come to mind for this. First, I have to wonder if
for both Kent and Kelly, although they offered explanations about similarities between certain
components of alphabetic and multimodal texts, they may not have actually relied on these
antecedent genres while composing. Perhaps, they relied on other genres with which they were
familiar to compose their videos; however, when they were asked to describe similarities in their
processes, they (like all the students) had trouble articulating their writing processes, perhaps
because they did not possess a vocabulary to describe these other genres. As a result, they
resorted to language they knew. Particularly in Kent’s case, I suspect that when asked a question
for which he had only a “felt sense” but possessed no language to reply, he fell back on ideas and
vocabulary with which he felt comfortable. His claim that both types of writing have an
introduction, a body and a conclusion could potentially be contested, but it’s a relatively safe
response, one that allowed him to use a familiar vocabulary. Similarly, Kelly also chose safe
language when she noted, “You still have to find your focus and have major points…” Thus,
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while both students denoted similarities in components of essays in different genres, it is unclear
if they consciously composed their multimodal texts with these components in mind.

Second, perhaps Kelly and Kent experienced no serious problems because both students
transferred only the very broadest structures from one genre to the other. In both alphabetic and
multimodal texts, the writer should, as Kent noted, craft an introduction that captures the
attention of the audience, and most texts do have a body and a conclusion of some kind.
Likewise, through its very superficiality, Kelly’s response remains accurate as well: both kinds
of communication require a writer to express ideas in a focused manner through a series of
corresponding points, and writers must explain their reasoning, how they go from one idea to the
next.

In sum, while I agree that transfer of specific composing norms from one genre to another can be
problematic, some of the broadest structures are perhaps universal. If this is the case, then much
of what composition teachers teach students about how to compose in alphabetic text can be used
to teach students how to compose through other modes. Indeed, composition instructors who
have experience using textual models to teach alphabetic writing should feel confident that they
can use the rhetorical analysis skills they have long taught to help students analyze multimodal,
not just alphabetic, texts. Likewise, writing teachers who engage students in complex
brainstorming and topic development exercises can continue to use these approaches to help
students evolve their ideas. Thus, these similarities between the two types of composing, whether
superficial or profound, reveal important parallels that provide encouragement to composition
instructors who may be nervous about their ability to teach students to compose multimodal texts.
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Students’ Perceptions of Differences Between the Writing Processes
Although students noted many differences between their alphabetic and multimodal composing
processes, the variances they described suggest clear misunderstandings about an array of
composition practices. Indeed, the differences they noted are often faulty, illuminate
misperceptions about how to compose and consume alphabetic text, and reveal hidden
similarities between the two types of writing. Thus, the differences that students perceive
between the two forms of composing actually provide further evidence of composition teachers’
expertise and ability to teach multimodal writing.

Appealing to the Senses
Both Kelly and Kent suggested a belief that when composing a multimodal project, the writer
must pay more attention to the “senses” than when composing in alphabetic text. Kelly explained,
“It’s cool to utilize creativity with [multimodal] writing. It’s more than just being a wordsmith.
You have to really think about people’s senses and you don’t really have to think about that with
an essay.” She went on to explain that with multimodal texts, “you can just dive in with sensory
things…You can carry across passion a lot more than you would with just alphabetic writing.”
Similarly, Kent explained how with multimodal writing, “you are really the director and adding
in all these different senses with visual and audio.” Comparing multimodal to alphabetic writing,
he said that with multimodal writing “you are taking a lot more control and directing a lot more
of what the piece is and so you have to pay attention to that, you have to key in on all these little
details because now that you are in charge, you are responsible for making sure that something is
said a certain way or something is shown a certain way.”
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These beliefs--that writers can and should appeal to the senses much more in multimodal than in
alphabetic texts and that paying attention to the details is not as important with alphabetic
writing--were reiterated in two comments in the post-course survey. When asked how the
multimodal process differs from the alphabetic process, one student said, “It differs because I
include actions and segments that would eventually appear on screen. Thereby, I was able to
appeal to the sense of vision more than [I could in] text.” Another student responded by
explaining that multimodal writing “required that I had more imagery in my writing, when
writing a visual essay I did not think in literal visual translations.”

Kelly and Kent’s responses, as well as the two comments in the post-course survey, suggest that
these students mistakenly believe the need to appeal to the senses is specific to multimodal texts
or that these appeals can only be executed effectively in a multimodal work. Although we can’t
know for sure, it is extraordinarily likely that at least some of their writing teachers throughout
their primary, secondary and college educations have taught them to use pathos to appeal to the
senses and to paint a picture with their words, but these students’ responses suggest that these
lessons have not been internalized.

In Retrospect:
The discovery that students associated appeals to the senses almost exclusively with multimodal
work and that they assumed these appeals could not be effective in alphabetic writing was both
eye opening and disappointing. Their observations, however, suggest misperceptions about how
to compose meaningful alphabetic texts that effectively convey both ideas and emotions.
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Ironically, this perceived difference between the two types of writing actually reveals a
similarity: as most good writers well-know, composers of both alphabetic and multimodal texts
must challenge themselves to exploit the affordances of the mode(s) through which they
compose. The problem here is that these students were mostly unknowledgeable about the
affordances of alphabetic text, believing the sole function of the mode is to communicate bland
ideas.

When I planned the course, I was not aware of this internalized belief that alphabetic texts could
not effectively appeal to the senses. I had assumed, incorrectly, that students had received
instruction on how to appeal to the senses (through at least some of their many composition
classes from elementary school through college) and that they would transfer at least some of
this knowledge to their multimodal writings. So I was surprised when students claimed that
writers do not have to appeal to the senses in alphabetic text as much as in multimodal
composition. However, these findings about what my students believed are similar to Kara Poe
Alexander, Beth Powell, and Sonya C. Green’s (2011) conclusions, although what my students
referred to as “appealing to the senses” is broadened in their study to “creativity.” They found
the following:
As writing teachers, we recognize that print texts relying only on words can be creative.
Writing style, vivid, poetic words, and literary techniques amongst many other written
features, have been communicating creatively for centuries. Even choices of organization
and argument can be creative if the writer tries something new, different, or
unusual….But, when comparing print-only to multiple modes, students consider
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multimodality as affording much greater creativity because it offers readers new ways to
engage with the argument.

My students’ belief that only multimodal texts appeal to the senses has interesting implications
for alphabetic writing courses. Indeed, it suggests, as Alexander et al. (2011) explained, that
students might benefit from a reverse process—from doing multimodal texts as an early part of
the composing process and then trying to capture those appeals to the senses in their alphabetic
prose. In their study, they concluded that “multimodal composition can be an excellent place for
basic writers to enter the academic world” for the following reasons:51
By understanding multimodal composing, students can discover the capabilities and
limitations of various modes of composing. Such awareness can aid student writers as
they negotiate composing in a variety of modes and mediums and give them greater
confidence as they move between print and multimodal composition. While multimodal
composition will no doubt be challenging for some nontraditional students, it also has the
potential to be less foreign and less frightening to students who are already familiar with
myriad modes and mediums. Such assignments can even help these students build their
confidence by allowing them an alternate way to express their thoughts, especially when
they enter our courses with the idea that they “can’t write.
One can imagine a number of early process assignments that might ask students to explore a part
of their alphabetic essay through a visual or aural mode. Indeed, a traditional written argument
might benefit from being first conveyed through a storyboard or video. In this case, students
could complete the multimodal text and then go back and attempt to capture through alphabetic
51

Although Alexander et al. use the term “basic writers,” they do not refer to students who were enrolled in a basic
writing course. Rather, they are referencing students enrolled in a first-year composition course at three different
American universities.
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prose what the imagery conveys.

One foreseeable danger with this reversed process is that if a traditional paper composed in
alphabetic prose is the final products, students could mistakenly identify the multimodal
activities as what they often deem “busy work.” To avoid this problem, instructors might
consider two approaches to introducing process work of this type: first, ask students about their
beliefs regarding how writers appeal to the senses in both alphabetic and multimodal texts, and if
students agree with the findings in this study, share the pedagogical motivation for these
multimodal texts, for this reversal of process, and help students to recognize the value of such
work; and second, show students that you truly value the multimodal process by giving them
ample credit for work produced throughout the process.

The Value of Voice and Reading Aloud
Just as students believed that an appeal to the senses through visual or aural modes was specific
only to multimodal texts, they were not aware that the way one reads aloud, or the way that
writing on the page can come alive when read silently, also appeals to the senses. Composition
instructors frequently encourage students to read their drafts aloud in order to hear their voices
on the page; however, students in this case study appear to recognize the value of reading aloud
far more with the multimodal texts than they do with their alphabetic work. For example, when
asked about the differences between composing a alphabetically or multimodally, three students’
comments in the post-course survey reveal a belief that reading aloud, and the way that this
process affects writing, matters more (or only) when producing multimodal texts:
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•

when speaking there is a new life to the work that can't be given to a simple written work.
there is a lot more fore thought to how the work is going to sound and where emphasis,
passiveness, and tone make more of the argument. [sic]

•

I think about how it will sound when spoken.

•

I think with a more detailed [process], observing tone to blend with the visuals and aural
aspects.

Likewise, in the post-course interview, Dennis explained how when he writes alphabetically,
even when it’s just for fun, he sees this writing as “not meant to be spoken” and “just meant to be
read.” In fact, when composing his multimodal text, he explained how he really thought about
how it would sound when read aloud in a way that he would not when composing alphabetically.
He said, “I definitely had to rewrite a lot of stuff, just because it didn’t sound good when I read it
aloud.” For example, he described how when he wrote the final script to use while reading the
narration “things would be italicized or bold or whatever for different kinds of inflections I
wanted to go for, like if I wanted a longer pause.” Likewise, Kelly explained a recent experience
that reiterates this same misperception that alphabetic text on a page cannot convey a voice or
that voice only matters if the writer intends a document to be read aloud. She read a written text
aloud in order to proofread and realized that it sounded different than it did in her head when she
read silently:
The other night I was reading something that was meant to be read [silently], but I was
reading it aloud to proofread it. Because you know when you look at something too many
times you can’t spot the errors anymore, so I had to read it out loud and I was just getting
so breathless, and it was fine written down, it made sense, and I think I have a pretty
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good reading voice…I have a good tempo, but yea, it was just terrible when I was reading
aloud. You have to think about that a little bit more than with an essay.
Looking closely at Kelly’s response, one can see that even though Kelly read the work aloud and
recognized problems in the writing, she assumed these problems were not important since the
work was intended to be read silently. Indeed, she concludes the remark by suggesting that
despite hearing all these problems in her written work, writers need “to think about that a little
bit more” in multimodal texts. These comments indicate that Kelly, like the two students whose
observations are shared above, does not recognize the value of reading alphabetic text aloud
when it is intended for an audience whom she assumes will silently read it, nor does she
appreciate how subsequent revisions of language can more effectively appeal to the senses.

Two students’ comments about their academic work offer further insight into these mistaken
beliefs about the power of voice in appealing to the senses. When asked to explain the
differences and similarities between multimodal and alphabetic writing, Dennis could think of no
similarities. He explained that he does not believe there are similarities because in a paper for
class, “all the inspiration comes from whatever the source material is, if I’m writing about a book
or responding to someone else.” This suggests that Dennis mistakenly believes that the writer’s
voice is not important, or is non-existent, in academic writing. Interestingly, our conversation
with Kent elicited a similar belief. When asked about the differences and similarities between the
two forms of writing, Kent said:
When someone is reading my work, if we just turned this video-essay into just an essay,
when someone is reading a paper they are directing it in their head, they hear their voice
or whatever voice. It’s kind of like reading a text message, you know, someone might
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read it a different way than you would and interpret it completely different because that is
just their tone and that is their mindset. So when you are really the director [as opposed to
in alphabetic writing] and adding in all these senses with visual and audio, you have to
recognize that you are taking a lot more control, you are directing a lot more of what this
piece is, and so you have to pay attention to that and you have to key in on all these little
details, because now that you are in charge, you are responsible for making sure that
something is said a certain way or something is shown a certain way.
When the co-instructor questioned him about this problematic belief, Kent offered this further
explanation:
With video, the video project, you are kind of setting the whole scene, like there is no real
imagination that someone puts on that they would have heard in the sound or in just like a
textual written piece because you are providing all the elements.
This final comment offers further evidence that Kent believes the writer has less “responsibility”
and less control over what the audience hears when composing alphabetically.

Interestingly, Kent was the only student to note reading aloud as a challenge during either of the
two assignments. During his second interview, Kent explained his own struggle:
I sometimes like to talk fast, and I kind of mumble sometimes, and so kind of changing
my voice was a little weird for me. I’m already pretty self-conscious about my
voice….learning how to speak with a consistent rhythm that, like, is good for the listener
is something I struggled with, but then, as I figured it out, I enjoyed it a lot more.
When reading Kent’s audio- and video-essays in print, it becomes immediately clear that he is an
exceptionally talented writer. His language is sophisticated and vivacious, and in both the audio-
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and video-essays, his written texts paint a vibrant picture of his surroundings; indeed, the
alphabetic text elicits much emotion and brings to life all the senses. However, when listening to
both of these pieces, the striking quality of his prose is lost as he remediates the written word
into aural language because his speech is too fast and his pitch becomes monotone.

In Retrospect
Just as students’ beliefs about how alphabetic texts need not engage the senses reveals a
misperception about composing through that mode, students’ beliefs about the value of reading
aloud reveal another similarity, rather than the difference they intended to denote, between
composing the two forms of texts. As most good writers know, reading one’s work aloud and
hearing one’s voice come alive off the page is an important part of the writing process.

Although only Kent noted reading aloud as a challenge, having listened to all the audio- and
video-essays, I believe poor reading aloud skills detracted from the quality of the final product
for at least half the students. For the other half, most could have improved their texts, could have
more effectively appealed to the senses, with some lessons intended to raise awareness of pacing,
pitch and enunciation.52 Although we discussed these elements of voice during our rhetorical
analyses of audio- and video-essays during class, in retrospect, I should have developed specific
activities to help students practice these complex skills.

During the process of composing a multimodal text in which there is oral narration or reading
from a script, students need opportunities to practice reading aloud. However, reading aloud is
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For more about some of these aural modes, see chapter 1, where I explain how the ancient Greek and Roman
rhetoric and writing teachers valued pitch, for example, and why they taught this to their students.

186

not a skill that is frequently taught in colleges anymore. As Selfe (2009) explains in “The
Movement of Air, the Breath of Meaning: Aurality and Multimodal Composing,” while college
education during the first half of the eighteenth century was “fundamentally shaped by Western
classical traditions and was oral in its focus,” during the latter half of that same century, “the first
departments of English were able to form” and “focused on preparing professionals whose work,
after graduation, would increasingly rely on writing…articles, reports, memoranda and
communications” that could be read silently (p. 620-621). As a result, college students receive
little, if any, instruction in how to read aloud. Although oral communication is a skill that is
practiced in some freshmen composition courses, this instruction usually focuses on oral
presentations in which students may be instructed to speak casually or formally, but they are
usually discouraged from reading aloud.

Although I was not able to personally observe every small-group workshop, I did not hear
students provide each other with feedback about their oral narrations. This oversight is my fault,
because even though I drew attention to the way narrators read aloud in some of the models we
discussed during class--especially when analyzing Eula Biss and John Bresland’s Dust Off, in
which the narrator uses her voice as a powerful tool to establish the eerie, morose tone of the
story—I did not offer opportunities to specifically practice this skill. I naively assumed that
students would practice reading their scripts independently, but with multimodal texts
necessitating the revision of so many modes, students did not pay special attention to the aural,
perhaps assuming their proficiency in a mode in which they daily engage. As explained above,
however, those who do have opportunities to practice public speaking are not necessarily
afforded opportunities to practice reading aloud. Thus, instructors should consider focusing
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workshops around the aural, educating students about how to read aloud and offering them
opportunities to practice this skill.

Students’ Perceptions of Drafting and Revision
One of the most interesting trends in the data concerns students’ perceptions about their own
drafting and revision. Students presented faulty claims about how multimodal projects require
more revision than alphabetic texts, but they also claimed that these multimodal texts were both
enjoyable and fun.

Despite the process approach to writing that is taught in our general education writing courses
and presumably encouraged in other writing courses as well, many of these upper-level students
claim that they do little revision when composing in alphabetic text. However, these claims are
juxtaposed by statements indicating that students invested considerable attention to revision of
their multimodal texts. For example, Anthony explained how he did more drafting with the
multimodal assignment than he does when composing in alphabetic text. He described how while
he may do one big revision between the draft and the final version of an alphabetic paper, with
his multimodal project, he made “small edits all along the way…and continued to fine-tune it”
for many weeks. Similarly, Dennis explained how when he was composing the script for the
multimodal text, he “made a lot of voice memos” when ideas came to him, like while he was
driving. He described how this process of thinking so long and carefully about his writing, as
well as the way that he captured his ideas, was very different than how he writes an alphabetic
text:
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When I write a paper, I try to keep it pretty structured as I go, so I don’t have to go back
and reformat much stuff, but when I was writing this, it was pages and pages of notebook
paper and things going different directions and different kinds of bullet points, and things
I wanted to hit on but hadn’t gotten to yet.
Like Anthony and Dennis, Kent presented a comparable point of view, but he explains his
reasoning in more detail. When he described how he invested approximately twenty hours on his
video-essay, not including the filming of his backpacking trip, my colleague responded by saying
“What’s interesting to us as teachers of composition is that students do not put twenty hours into
papers.” In response, Kent said, “I wouldn’t bother. I’m not passionate about that.” I asked him
why, if he was writing about the same backpacking trip, he wouldn’t feel passionately about it,
and he replied:
I feel way more excited showing people what I did, as opposed to just telling them about
it. I feel like it just doesn’t do it justice. I don't think the person is going to be interested
in reading…If I had an essay that equivalated [sic] to the amount I showed you in that
video, no one would read it. I don’t think it would be interesting at all because it’s like an
experience, it’s more of an experience, than just documentation….I don’t want to tell
somebody. I want to show somebody. A story is showing instead of telling.
While Kent is of course correct that “a story is showing instead of telling,” he incorrectly implies
that “showing” can’t occur in an alphabetic text. Nevertheless, he echoes Anthony and Dennis in
that he doesn’t believe he needs to revise alphabetic text in the way he does the multimodal.

The following four statements, pulled from the post-course survey in response to a question
about how students’ multimodal processes differ from their processes for composing in
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alphabetic text, offer further evidence that students are far more invested in revision of
multimodal, as opposed to alphabetic, texts:
•

When only writing I was not as interested in the revision process. With the visual and
audio components I paid much more attention to the revision process.

•

I spent a lot more time drafting and rewriting much of the scripts, whereas with a formal
written essay I usually only produce two or three drafts.

•

I had to edit it plenty times [sic], usually it is just once or twice, compared to this project
being 5+ times.

•

For an essay I write a full essay first then edit, less planning.

While the students’ anecdotal responses clearly indicate that they revised their multimodal
projects far more than they typically revise alphabetic texts, quantitative data also confirms that
students invested much time in composing drafts of their multimodal work. In the post-course
survey, students were asked how many drafts53 they completed for each project. For the audio
essay, 70.59% of students (n=12) who responded to this question (n=17) reported completion of
3-4 drafts, and 17.65 (n=3) reported completion of 5-6 drafts. Thus, nearly 90% of students, all
but 11.76% (n=2), did three or more drafts of the audio-essay. Regarding the video-essay,
43.75% of students (n=7) who answered the question (n=16) completed 3-4 drafts, 43.75% (n=7)
completed 5-6 drafts, and 6.25% (n=1) of students did seven or more drafts. Thus, 93.75%
(n=15) of students composed between three and seven drafts of this project.
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The term “draft” can be both ambiguous and subjective. In the survey, “draft” was defined as “one instance when
you invested significant time into your project.” Since this definition is conservative and not inclusive of short
revision sessions, the numbers may actually be higher than reported.
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Quantitative data also affirms that most students began working on their multimodal essays
quickly after each text was assigned. In fact, 82.35% of students (n=14) who responded to a
question (n=17) that asked them how soon they began working on the audio-essay after it was
assigned reported beginning either “immediately” or within “a few days.” While these findings
suggest little procrastination and an eagerness to begin the assignment, the same question asked
about the video-essay occasioned even better results. Indeed, 94.12% (n=16) of students who
answered this question (n=17) reported that they began the video-essay either “immediately” or
within “a few days” of it being assigned.

In Retrospect
One possible explanation for why students spent more time drafting the multimodal texts is
because the process of composing in multiple modalities is simply more complex and timeconsuming than composing in alphabetic text, and students felt an obligation to convey their
ideas clearly. On the one hand, unlike the way students might write an alphabetic paper the night
before it’s due, students really can’t compose multimodal texts that quickly because multimodal
work requires attention to so many modalities and those modalities must ultimately be in synch
with one another. When discussing her video-essay, Kelly explains:
I went to a great high school so I feel like I could honestly do a 10-page paper like one
night, no problem. I try not to because it’s just annoying. But I mean, that kind of stuff,
it’s very easy for me. But this is like, this is not a project that you could do the night
before or even two days before….I like that this class is like the only thing you can really
procrastinate on is the journals, honestly…and even then, it was like, it’s due, you know?
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When asked how long students invested in the video essay, although Kelly said that she spent
just 10 hours, all other students estimated 20-70 hours. Anthony, who said he spent “roughly like
5-8 hours per week” for 3-4 weeks, explained how it was difficult to state an actual amount of
time that he devoted because time “would kind of escape [him].” He described how “I would
find myself just watching it over and over again and changing little things and then like oh my
gosh, an hour has gone by.” This type of thorough revision process in which students pay close
attention to details simply can’t be completed in one sitting right before a text is due.

Another reason why students spent more time drafting the multimodal assignment and began
these texts so soon after they were assigned is because many reported that the composing process
was enjoyable. This study is one of many that finds that students believe multimodal composing
is enjoyable, fun, and/or engaging (Bailey, 2012; Ball, Bowen, & Fenn, 2013; Blondell and
Miller, 2012; DePalma & Alexander, 2015; Pandya, 2012; Takayoshi & Selfe, 2007; Shanahan,
2012; Shipka, 2006). Indeed, the word “fun” was used countless times in descriptions of the
audio- and video-essays, and students used many other similar words to describe what they
perceived as an enjoyable experience. When asked in the post-course survey and interviews to
compare the two kinds of writing or explain their own multimodal processes, students
commented:
•

My multimodal processes were enjoyable and made it a lot easier to complete my
assignments whereas when writing essays, I feel every passing second that I spend on
writing them.

•

It was a very rewarding process!

•

Labor intensive, but ultimately quite enriching and fun.
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•

It was long and time consuming, but was enjoying and hardworking and it was successful.
[sic]

•

I had so much fun with this whole thing….I would much rather be working on this than
any other homework.

•

I probably spent the majority of the time during the process editing, for which I have a
newly discovered passion.

•

It took me about 20 hours…. It was fun though, I enjoyed it. Even the frustrations.

•

I really enjoyed the filming process!

In sum, while at first glance it may seem that students more readily identified differences
between composing alphabetic and multimodal texts, as I explained at the beginning of this
section, many of the perceived differences that students acknowledged illuminate misperceptions
about composing in alphabetic text: the belief that writers can only effectively appeal to the
senses in multimodal texts, that crafting a voice is not essential or achievable in alphabetic work,
and that drafting and revision need not be a thorough and recursive part of the process of
composing alphabetic text. The data clearly shows that students liked composing multimodal
texts, and the similarities and differences they noted, as well as their use of words such as “fun,”
“enjoyable,” and “enriching” to describe their processes, suggests that the many skills
composition teachers seek to teach students of alphabetic text--appealing to the senses, reading
aloud to revise voice, using an outline, drafting, etc.--might also be effectively taught through
multimodal assignments.
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Limitations
Although this study provides valuable knowledge about how these students composed
multimodal texts, it is limited in several ways. First, case studies such as this are designed to
investigate a small group of subjects, and thus, the results are not generalizable. More research is
needed to investigate the students’ perceptions of their own multimodal writing processes before
we can discuss how students as a whole compose multimodal projects. I will discuss some ideas
for future research in this area in the conclusion to this dissertation. Second, the students in this
case study were primarily juniors and seniors. As a result, it is likely that they had more
experience composing multimodally than students who are new to the university. Thus, these
students’ perceptions may differ from those in a similar study of freshman students. Third, since
the students in this case study chose to enroll in this elective course, their perspectives about
multimodal composing may be different than students required to compose multimodally in a
general education composition course. Finally, these results are specific to audio- and videoessays. It would be interesting to compare these findings to a similar study of a different
multimodal text, such as the design of a website or comic book, to determine if the same
processes of composing would be evident or vary.

I separate the final limitation from the first four because it is, perhaps, the most important. While
I aimed to study students’ processes and attempted to allow them to compose freely, it was not
possible to truly not interfere. Because this was a course, I necessarily imposed a certain amount
of requirements, and as a result, some of my students’ actions were probably influenced by me.
For example, as is the case with most school assignments, each of the major texts had
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requirements.54 While I tried to keep them broad, these requirements (whether in content,
structure or duration) are likely to have influenced how students went about composing. In
addition, as I explained in chapter three, I attempted to scaffold assignments so that students
would have guidance as they began their projects. While I was conscious of trying not to
interfere in their process, I was simultaneously aware that when I assigned a storyboard, for
example, that was mandating a composing process. At times such as these, it was difficult to
balance the demands of this study against the necessities of responsible teaching. That said,
students reported their responses to scaffolded assignments such as the storyboard in their
process journals, and while that data did not fit within the scope of this study, it provides
valuable information about how they compose that can be analyzed in the future. Finally, with
only 16 weeks to teach the course, due dates were a necessity. As such, due dates necessarily
limited the amount of time students had to compose. If they had more (or less) time, perhaps
their composing processes would look quite different.

In Conclusion
This chapter responds to the calls for studies of how students compose multimodal writing (Odell
& Prell, 1999; Snead, 2013; Takayoshi, 2015). The findings of this case study provide an
illustration of the multimodal composing processes of seven undergraduate students, detailing
their decisions and revealing their perspectives as they crafted sound-and video-essays. In the
retrospective sections, I provide context for my findings and share my own realizations and
perspectives in hindsight. In addition, I offer valuable classroom activities and suggestions about
how composition instructors might (or might not) approach teaching multimodal texts.

54

See chapter 3 for the requirements of each assignment.
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The results of this study build on the immense collection of texts that emerged out of the process
movement and indicate that the process movement, which some claim is over, can be effectively
reinvigorated with a new emphasis on multimodality. My findings provide empirically grounded
evidence of how students compose: what they know about multimodal writing before they enter
the classroom, how they learn the software needed to create multimodal texts, how they record
their own narratives, where and when they look for feedback, and how they perceive their own
processes as a whole. The results of this study also expand on the few empirical studies that
currently exist which detail students’ multimodal composing processes, reveal the challenges
students experience, and explain the similarities and differences between how students compose
alphabetic and multimodal texts.

Pedagogically, this study has several implications. First, the findings may suggest that when
students enter upper-level multimodal writing courses, while they might have experience using
common software such as PowerPoint, most need extensive practice operating more complex
technology such as Audacity or iMovie.55 Second, while students may enjoy learning software
through Lynda.com tutorials, accountability is key to their success. After all, even though they
say they enjoy doing multimodal work, they are still undergraduate students who may need
motivation to put their best foot forward. Third, while the results of this study affirm the existing
research into students’ challenges, they also reveal additional areas where students may struggle.
Teachers might consider these challenges and be on the look out for students who struggle with
the same issues. Finally, as mentioned above, this research suggests that at least some of what
students learn when composing alphabetic text could be taught, perhaps even more effectively,
55

I would also add that while students may know how to use programs like PowerPoint, that does not mean they use
them effectively or well. It would be interesting to see how a course focusing on composing audio- and video-essays
affects students’ perceptions of their design choices in PowerPoint presentations.
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through multimodal writing. Since the findings of this study indicate that students learned
valuable rhetorical lessons and skills—such as those focused on drafting, voice, and how to
appeal to the senses--this suggests that students might benefit from opportunities to compose
multimodal texts during the early weeks of college composition courses.

In addition to pedagogical implications, I hope that this study is useful to composition teachers in
a far broader, yet no less important, way. As I explained in the introduction to this project and
returned to multiple times throughout, I believe that composition teachers know far more than
even they may think about how to teach multimodal writing. Indeed, as this study shows, when
given opportunities to compose multimodally, students identified a wealth of similarities
between the composing processes. Given these immense similarities that I have detailed, I
suspect most writing teachers would agree that the two forms of composing have much in
common. Thus, instructors who are experienced in teaching alphabetic composition already
know a great deal about how to teach multimodal writing because they both involve such similar
instruction in rhetorical skills. So much of what we have long-taught in composition classrooms
is applicable to teaching multimodal writing, and the findings of this study suggest that giving
students opportunities to compose multimodally might even help them improve their alphabetic
compositions.

At the end of her masters thesis, Tweedale (2014) wondered aloud if studies that are focused on
“student perspectives add value to the writing classroom.” She pondered what writing instructors
“do with this information once we have it,” and how this knowledge “can” or “should…affect
the way we teach and what we do during class time” (p.51). Although this is just a small case

197

study, I have found my students’ perspectives to be immensely informative, and the general
findings of this study will certainly influence how I teach in terms of planning curriculum,
scaffolding assignments, and developing daily lessons. In addition, as I continue to teach
multimodal writing courses, I will have more knowledge about what to anticipate in regards to
students’ needs and where they may struggle as they compose. Based on what I have learned, I
will certainly work to avoid many of the mistakes I only recognized in retrospect, and my hope is
that the findings of this study might help others avoid some of those missteps simply by being
aware of the potential issues.
In chapters three and four, I have shared just a fraction of the data I gathered. Indeed, the larger
data set is ripe for study and will inevitably yield additional knowledge about how students
compose. For example, I collected a wealth of information about how students’ perceive their
audience for audio- and video-essays, and while that research did not ultimately find a place in
the current dissertation, it is data I look forward to studying in the near future. Outside of the data
I have currently collected, the findings of this study suggest many other opportunities for future
research. In the conclusion to this dissertation, I will explain some areas for future research that
stem from this chapter, as well as the others.
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Conclusion

I want to return to the overarching theme of this project: how our use of language has fostered
misleading beliefs about the history of multimodal writing and how these misunderstandings
have contributed to the anxiety that some composition teachers experience when tasked with
teaching students to read and compose multimodal texts. Throughout the introduction and Part I,
I showed how recognition of the long history of teaching multimodal writing can function to
assuage some of composition instructors’ anxiety about teaching multimodal writing. In the first
chapter, I argued that understanding how the ancient rhetoric and writing teachers developed a
multimodal pedagogy which they used to teach their students multimodal processes for
composing alphabetic texts will provide self-assurance to composition instructors who teach
multimodal projects because recognizing our 2000+ years of relevant teaching experience
reveals our expertise. Similarly, in chapter two, I show that acknowledging how our current
alphabetic composing processes are fundamentally multimodal—that we rely heavily on both
mental and physical imagery as we compose—provides further evidence for just how much
multimodal work we already do when we write alphabetically and how much we already know
about teaching multimodal texts. Finally, in Part II, I suggest that studying our students’
processes for composing multimodal texts will inevitably decrease anxiety for teachers of
multimodal writing because this urgently needed knowledge will help us improve our teaching
and lead to groundbreaking scholarship. The more we know about how students compose both
alphabetic and multimodal texts, the better we can teach all forms of writing. Likewise, the
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sooner we recognize and legitimize our own long history of multimodal teaching and writing
processes—the sooner we stop saying that multimodal writing is new—the faster we will ease
our concerns. To borrow Palmeri’s eloquent phrase once more, our “multimodal heritage” is long
and complex, extending at least as far back as Greek and Roman antiquity, and my hope is that
this project will bring the history of multimodal writing to the attention of composition
instructors and help them teach students to compose multimodal texts with the self-assurance and
confidence they have earned.

Recognizing our “multimodal heritage” and our own expertise will help to reduce some of our
concerns; however, I propose two additional ways that composition teachers can work to
effectively develop a scholarship of process related to multimodal writing and teach with
confidence in our own pedagogies and practice. First, teachers need to compose their own
multimodal texts. I once heard that good teachers always complete a new assignment before
assigning it to their students. While years of teaching experience help us to think through an
alphabetic assignment in advance and foresee problems, thereby decreasing the need to actually
complete a project ourselves before assigning it, new teachers of multimodal writing may want
to heed this wise advice.

I have heard many composition teachers argue that they can assign multimodal texts without
knowing how to use the software in which their students compose, and I used to subscribe to this
belief. I would allow my students to choose any modes and mediums for their multimodal texts,
and while I would teach them general theories and principles about multimodal composing, I did
not teach or require specific programs. While there may be some advantages to this approach, as
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I have learned more about students’ multimodal composing processes, I have come to resist this
view. Although I think we should encourage students to challenge themselves and experiment
with new technologies, as a whole, I believe that teachers need a firm grasp of the composing
processes in which our students engage. How can we teach process-oriented courses in which we
help students compose multimodal texts if we have not experienced the multimodal composing
process ourselves? Thus, I advocate assignments with only one or two options for software so
that teachers can learn the programs along with (or before) their students. In fact, they might, as
many scholars have suggested about teaching alphabetic writing, compose multimodal projects
alongside their students.

Second, as the multimodal writing movement continues to grow, composition teacher/scholars
should remain consciously vigilant in our use of disciplinary language and terminology. While
there will always be more than one effective way to talk about what we do, I hope that I have
reminded teachers of the power of language to influence perception—the power of disciplinary
jargon to shape beliefs about our field, our work and our own abilities and expertise. We must be
careful what we say and how we say it. The faulty notion that multimodal writing is new and has
arisen alongside the digital has contributed to misunderstandings about composition teachers’
expertise and qualifications; thus, I advocate that moving forward, we pay conscious attention to
the language we use to describe the subfield and our own practices and we work to avoid
language that can be misleading. The most straightforward way to do this is by working to
reframe multimodal composition as writing.
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As I have pondered how we might begin to rectify the misunderstandings caused by misleading
language, I’ve identified multiple areas for future research. Since Parts I and II rely on different
sets of research, the following discussion of future research is organized by questions that arise
in each section.

Part I: Chapters 1 and 2
In order to suggest areas for future research in Part I, I begin by briefly summarizing the concrete
goals of the first two chapters, as opposed to the overarching themes described above, so readers
will see how this call for research emerges from the current project. As part of my goal to
reimagine the history of instruction in rhetoric and writing through a contemporary multimodal
lens, in the first chapter, I explain how misleading use of language related to multimodal writing
has contributed to misunderstandings about this history of the subfield. Since many composition
teachers have understandably assumed that the subfield is a response to the digital, and thus new,
I argue that an analysis of extant rhetoric and writing textbooks composed during Greek and
Roman antiquity reveals that early teachers utilized image, sound and music as essential parts of
their pedagogy. In this way, they developed a multimodal pedagogy for instruction; in turn, their
students used these multimodal processes to compose texts that constitute early forms of
multimodal writing.

While continuing to reimagine the history of rhetoric and writing instruction through a modern
multimodal lens, in chapter two, I investigate the role of mental and physical imagery in students’
contemporary composing processes. In this chapter, I illustrate how research from a variety of
disciplines reveals that mental and physical imagery are vital to the thinking and
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drafting/revision that constitute the writing process. Specifically, I show how mental imagery is
integral to two parts of the writing process: the recursive thinking and drafting/revising that
occurs through the writing process and writers’ intellectual development of the rhetorical
situation. In addition, I explain how research in composition illuminates the important role of
physical imagery in peer review and planning documents, such as outlines. In this way, and
similar to chapter one, I explain how writers’ composing practices, when studied through a
multimodal lens, can tell a different story about composing practices than those narratives with
which many of us are familiar.

Approximately 2000 years exist between chapters one and two. Future research might use the
lens developed in Part I to investigate the types of multimodal pedagogies and texts composed in
schools during this long period that began in the last years of the Iron Age and extends through
the middle ages and into post-modernity. Although research has investigated the teaching of
rhetoric and writing during the major historical eras, reading this scholarship and the extant texts
through a contemporary multimodal lens, as I did in chapter one, is likely to yield a fresh outlook
and narrative.

One particular time period that is ripe for exploration is the Renaissance. When I think of the
Renaissance, I call to mind the myriad religious paintings and sculptures that have influenced the
study and production of art for hundreds of years. However, according to Don Paul Abbott
(1990), “Rhetoric dominated the thoughts of Renaissance intellectuals and the curriculum of
Renaissance schools to a degree that is extraordinary” (p. 95); however, ironically, James J.
Murphy (1983) notes that Renaissance rhetoric maintains a canon of just twenty writers and is
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the subject with “one thousand neglected authors” (p. 20). Indeed, Abbott suggests that because
the Renaissance teachers were particularly interested in how students learned to write, they “left
considerable testimony as to their methods” (p. 96). The importance of the teaching of rhetoric
throughout the Renaissance and the extant texts that remain suggests that the Renaissance is an
era ripe for future research of the kind I’ve done in Part I of this project. What kinds of
multimodal pedagogies did teachers develop, and what kinds of multimodal processes did
students use to compose alphabetic text during the Renaissance?

Part II: Chapters 3 and 4
Investigating students’ processes for composing multimodal texts is an expansive area of study
which very much remains in its infancy, and there are many opportunities for further exploration
into each of my study’s sub-questions. Although this case study provides important data
regarding students’ composing processes as a whole, future researchers might focus their
investigation on one of the specific element of students’ processes which I explore. With this in
mind, although there are numerous opportunities for future research that arise from to this study,
I suggest four specific areas for investigation.

Although research has begun to investigate the challenges students face while composing
multimodal texts, more study of students’ perceptions of their own challenges, as opposed to
where teachers perceive students to struggle, is needed. For example, although students have
conveyed that they need assistance developing appropriate topics for multimodal texts, I am
curious about how students perceive teachers’ use of traditional brainstorming activities for
alphabetic writing to develop topics for multimodal projects. For example, when teaching
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students to compose a personal essay in alphabetic text, one of several ways that composition
teachers often help them to develop topics is by encouraging free writing in response to a series
of prompts. These prompts often include questions intended to evoke memories about family
traditions, travel, lessons learned, disputes with family or friends, etc. I am curious, however,
about how effective this brainstorming process is when aimed at helping students develop topics
for multimodal texts. This research problem might suggest the following questions: How can
composition teachers use their existing brainstorming activities for alphabetic composition to
help students effectively develop topics for multimodal texts? From the students’ perspective,
how much attention, and what types of attention, must be paid to the multimodal elements of a
project during the topic development phase? As we ask students to consider parts of their lives to
explore, what multimodal elements of a project must they simultaneously consider during topic
development?

A second area for future research might investigate the role of reading and public speaking skills
in multimodal texts in which students record a narrative using their own voice. In chapter four, I
describe how my students struggled to craft a recorded voice that effectively conveyed their
ideas, and many students found it difficult to maintain a consistent voice as they narrated various
sections of their work. Other than Cynthia Selfe’s (2009), “The Movement of Air, the Breath of
Meaning: Aurality and Multimodal Composing,” I have encountered little research in this
subfield that explores how a re-emphasis on reading aloud skills in writing courses might impact
students’ abilities to compose multimodal texts, nor have I encountered composition research
that explores students’ perceptions of the aural qualities of their recorded voices. Future
researchers might explore how students’ perceptions of their own reading skills affects their
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multimodal composing process. They might also investigate how students’ perceptions of their
own recorded voices influence their composing processes. As reading and speaking aloud
become increasingly essential skills in the composing of multimodal texts, research of this sort is
urgently needed.

Another area that is ripe for inquiry stems from the last sub-question in this study, which asked
students to articulate the similarities and differences between their own alphabetic and
multimodal composing processes. The findings explained in chapter four raise important
questions about students’ knowledge of alphabetic composing practices as well as their
perceptions of the differences between composing types. In the previous chapter, I explained
how the many differences that students noted between their alphabetic and multimodal
composing processes actually revealed clear misunderstandings about how to compose and
consume alphabetic text. I described how the differences they identified are often faulty, reveal
misunderstandings about how to compose and consume alphabetic text, and actually illumine
similarities between the composing processes rather than the differences they intended to note.

For example, since students in this case study believe that appealing to the senses is more
important in a multimodal than alphabetic texts, I have cause to wonder how composing
multimodal texts in which students pay careful attention to these sensual appeals might actually
improve their subsequent alphabetic texts. As Alexander et al. (2011) previously noted, entering
the academic world through multimodal writing, as opposed to formal alphabetic texts, might
“aid student writers as they compose in a variety of modes and mediums.” Although multimodal
assignments are often a final project in a composition course, assigned after all the required
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alphabetic writing is complete, this finding suggests that students may benefit from reversing the
process—creating multimodal writing as an early part of the alphabetic composing process.
However, more research into how multimodal composing influences students’ alphabetic
compositions is needed. Specifically, this research might examine students’ perceptions of how
multimodal writing impacts their alphabetic compositions by having students compare specific
rhetorical skills—such as appeals to the senses—in their alphabetic texts before and after they
translate the same composition into another mode or modes: how does composing a multimodal
text prior to or during the composition of an alphabetic text influence students’ acquisition of
particular rhetorical skills?

Finally, one additional area of research emerges from this study as a whole. Since many teachers
express concerns about multimodal projects taking valuable time away from instruction in
alphabetic text, research should investigate what kinds of alphabetic text students produce as
they compose multimodal projects. Data from this study illustrates that students compose a
variety of alphabetic documents in the process of creating multimodal texts—notes, outlines,
narratives, etc.--but how substantive is this writing and does it (or could it) effectively
supplement or even take the place of traditional assignments where alphabetic text is the final
goal? For example, if students are assigned a video-argument, should the alphabetic text used to
compose the argument count toward alphabetic curricular requirements. I suspect many teachers
would agree that it could. However, what if that alphabetic writing is not composed formally?
What if, for example, the students are merely writing out the argument for a sound- or videoessay—ignoring, since viewers won’t be reading, such important practices as accurate spelling
and punctuation, logical paragraphing, and parenthetical citations (to name but a few)? Should
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that type of drafting fulfill requirements for alphabetic writing? Further, if we ask students to
complete a polished essay before beginning the multimodal writing, then aren’t we exponentially
increasing the work in our courses for both our students and ourselves? And if we structure a
course this way, are we teaching students to simply write and then remediate rather than teaching
them to create born-multimodal or born-digital texts? These are important questions that need
careful attention and consideration. Future researchers should consider studying students’
perceptions of the alphabetic text they compose as they draft multimodal texts—from notes on
their phones to hand written drafts and formal typed essays—and they might also investigate
how teachers perceive the alphabetic text that students write as they compose multimodally.

Practically Speaking
Not only does this study open doors for future research, the findings also reveal two more
practical needs: the creation of an open-archive of multimodal texts that students can use as
models and a repository in which teachers can share multimodal assignments and lessons. As
explained in chapter four, to avoid merely falling back on antecedent genres, students need
models that demonstrate the principles of new modes and genres (such as the video-essay) of
communication. While there is no shortage of videos and podcasts available online, students
need examples of the types of video- and audio-essays (and other multimodal texts) that faculty
are assigning. The archive I propose could look much like the Digital Archive of Literacy
Narratives (DALN), which indexes personal literacy narratives of students and others. However,
this open-archive would function as a repository in which only college students would be
encouraged to submit their multimodal texts. The projects could be tagged and indexed by
medium (#video, #podcast, #comic, #infographic), genre (#argument, #personal, #review,
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#analysis) and topic (#death, #addiction, #hobbies #exercise); rather than simply browsing, a
search function could make it possible to identify texts to use as models in the classroom based
on their tags. Teachers would be encouraged to ask students to submit, and the archive might
offer awards for the best work and collaborate with other digital sites to feature students’ work.

A second archive might also function as a place for instructors of multimodal writing to share
successful assignments and lesson plans. Although faculty would be encouraged to share
assignments for projects, I suspect that what would be equally helpful is sharing lessons that can
be used to teach the process of composing multimodal work. For example, as explained in
chapter four, students need to apply what they learn through video-tutorials, not simply watch
them. Although this study suggests that accountability is key to helping students learn new
software, creating assignments through which students can document their video-tutorial
learning process is time consuming for both production and grading/assigning credit. To create
just one or two lessons so that students can demonstrate individual skills they have learned
through tutorials would take many hours, and to evaluate each students’ work would take more
time than most teachers can spare. Thus, a repository where instructors could share effective
lessons and evaluation strategies would be helpful to faculty, especially those who are new to
teaching multimodal texts. Returning to the overarching theme of this project, these openarchives of students’ texts and teachers’ lessons would also help to decrease some of the anxiety
that many teachers experience when first tasked with teaching outside the alphabetic because
they would enter the field with a wealth of useful and organized resources.
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The early process movement functioned as a widespread conversation between hundreds of
teacher/scholars who were excited to learn more about how students compose alphabetic texts.
As communication in other modes emerges at the forefront of composition theory and literacy
studies in the 21st century, we have reason and opportunity to grow and expand the scholarship
of process. Teacher/scholars must reinvigorate the movement through investigation of students’
composing processes for both analogue and digital multimodal texts.

In the introduction to this project, I pointed out that usually only time and experience can build
confidence in any skill, teaching a particular subject included, and I argued that recognizing our
long history of multimodal teaching and writing would reveal our expertise to ourselves and
others. While I stand by that assertion, I acknowledge that we also have much to learn about
how to most effectively guide our students in their multimodal composing processes. Not only
must we continue to shape the process movement by sharing our research into students’
multimodal composing processes, but we must also look to other disciplines in which students
have long been composing multimodal work. Although the goals of such projects are frequently
not rhetorical, there is much we might learn from teachers of graphic-and sound-design,
animation, and website development, among others. Although it can be difficult to break down
the silos between academic disciplines, an inherently interdisciplinary field such as multimodal
composition is uniquely situated to do just that. By forging collaborations with faculty in
disciplines that are akin to multimodal writing, we can work to expand our common
understanding of writing and continue to grow our knowledge of writing pedagogies beyond the
alphabetic which we have privileged for far too long.
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Appendix A
Pre-Course Survey Questions

1. What motivated you to sign up for this course on multimodal writing?
2. How do you define multimodal writing?
3. What kinds of multimodal projects have you created in the past?
4. For this class, will you be working on a PC or a Mac?
5. Which multimedia software/programs/applications have you used and how much have
you used them? (Options provided)
6. Do you believe that captioning a video that contains sound before you post it on the web
is important?
7. Regarding your social media use, which of the following do you currently use and how
often? (Options provided)
8. Rate the frequency with which you use social media in the following ways. (Options
provided)
9. Do you believe that each letter of the alphabet is an image?
10. When you take a video of something you believe is important, how often do you edit that
video?
11. When you need to learn a new software/program/application, which of the following do
you do? (Options provided)
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12. If you are learning a new software/program/application and run into a problem, which of
the following do you do? (Options provided)
13. Have you created a podcast for an academic class?
14. Have you created a podcast NOT for an academic class?
15. Have you created and edited a video for an academic class?
16. Have you created and edited a video NOT for an academic class?
17. Have you created a website for an academic class?
18. Have you created a website NOT for an academic class?
19. If you have blogged before, which of the following did you regularly include in that
blog? (Options provided)
20. I feel ________ about learning to use software to edit sound and video this semester.
(Options provided)
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Appendix B
Post-Course Survey Questions

1. Rate your learning in this course as a whole.
2. Which project was the most challenging?
3. Which project was the most personally rewarding?
4. How much did the knowledge you gained about your own process during the sound
project help you to produce the video-essay? (Options provided)
5. If you define “draft” as one instance when you invested significant time into the project,
then how many drafts did you produce in total for the sound project?
6. If you define “draft” as one instance when you invested significant time into the project,
then how many drafts did you produce in total for the video project?
7. When the sound project was first assigned, truthfully, I began working on it (when?)
8. When the video-essay was first assigned, truthfully, I began working on it (when)?
9. How much did the Lynda tutorials help you to learn what you needed to know about
Audacity?
10. How much did the Lynda tutorials help you to learn what you needed to know about
iMovie?
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Appendix C
Mid-Semester Interview After Audio-Essay

1. What has been your biggest challenge with the sound project?
2. Tell us about the parts of your process that are invisible, what we might not know from
reading your process journals and looking at your drafts.
3. What could we do to be more helpful?
4. If you could start all over, what would you do differently?
5. What are you going to do with your sound project?
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Appendix D
Post-Semester Interview After Video-Essay

1. Tell us about the parts of your process that are invisible, what we might not know from
reading your process journals and reflective essay and looking at your drafts.
2. Who did you see as your audience? How did your imagined audience affect the decisions
you made in creating the video-essay?
3. How did feedback contribute to your revision process?
4. Can you talk a bit about the interplay between your modes of composing, how you
moved between alphabetic writing, and working with images and sound?
5. Think a little about the challenges or failures you experienced. How did those struggles
and any failures you dealt with impact your thinking and composing?
6. How is creating a multimodal project, either the sound or video project, different than
creating an alphabetic project?
7. How is creating a multimodal project similar to creating an alphabetic project?
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Appendix E
Follow-Up Interviews with Three Students Eight Months After Class

1. What would you say are some of the similarities between composing a multimodal
project and composing an alphabetic project?
2. Do you have any writerly habits, routines that you do before or during your writing
process?
3. Can you tell me about the similarities and differences in your brainstorming process for
alphabetic and multimodal composing?
4. Is there anything else you think I might want to know?
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